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ical search of the area with the objective of destroying
the enemy position and capruring weapons, equip-
ment, and personnel.

While both reemphasizing time-honored infantry
company operations and incorporating a number of
recently learned rtactics, General Davis reiterated that
“any tactic which denies the enemy sanctuary—physi-
cal or psychological for rest, resupply and security—
will enhance the effectiveness of future operations by
the Division.”s*

In addition to placing a greater emphasis on
infantry company operations as the basis for all furure
division operations, Davis also stressed the importance
of intelligence, specifically intelligence gathered by
long-range reconnaissance patrols, which would be
continuously employed throughout the division’s area
of responsibility. Lieutenant Colonel Donald R. Berg’s
3d Reconnaissance Battalion, reinforced by the 3d
Force Reconnaissance Company, would continue to
maintain a large number of teams in the field at any
one time.* “This has meant,” Davis noted, “that every
indication of enemy activity from whatever means is
explored by the insertion of reconnaissance teams . . . .
everywhere—on a continuing basis, a massive recon-
naissance team effort is maintained.”s

Reconnaissance Marines generally employed two
types of long-range patrols in this massive intelligence
effort. The 8- to 12-man, heavily armed Stingray
patrols operated within range of friendly artillery.
Their mission was to seek, fix, and destroy cthe enemy
with all available supporting arms. These patrols
would be reinforced by “Sparrow Hawk” or “Bald

*Colonel Thomas H. Galbraith, who commanded the 1st Bateal-
ion, 4th Marines ac che time, observed that actual company tactics
employed by his bacealion differed very much in practice cthan the ideal
described by General Davis. Galbraith wrote thac chese tactics “may
have been feasible in the eastern portion of Quang Tri Province, buc in
the mountainous jungle terrain of the western portion, particularly
north of Route 9, they were vircually impossible to employ.” He
explained chac “condicions simply would not permic companies and
platoons to ‘sweep ouc’ of patrol bases in ‘mutually supporting
columns,’ registering supporting arms and cutting LZs as they went.”
Col Thomas H. Galbraith, Comments on draft, n.d. [Dec94) (Vietnam
Commenc File), hereafter Galbraith Comments.

*#See Chaprer 26 for chart showing average number of 3d Recon-
naissance Battalion daily patrols for the monchs July—December 1968.
Lieuctenant Colonel Berg observed that the number of patrols varied for
several reasons. For example during September and October, monsoon
rains “made inserts and extraction schedules unpredictable and diffi-
cult.” Ocher variables besides the weather included operations by ocher
bactalions and changes in enemy locations. LcCol Donald R. Berg,
Comments on draft, ded 4Dec94 (Vietnam Comment File), hereafter
Berg Comments.
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Eagle” rapid-reaction forces, if the opportunity arose to
destroy the entire enemy force. In the more remote
areas of Quang Tri Province, beyond artillery range,
“Key Hole” patrols would be used. Much smaller in
size, normally composed of four to five men, and armed
with only essential small arms, ammunition, and com-
munications equipment, “Key Hole” patrols were to
remain out of sight and observe. If discovered, they
were to evade the enemy and accempt escape. These
long-range patrols would not normally be reinforced
unless arcillery could be inserted; if under fire and tak-
ing casualties, the team would be extracted by heli-
copter.” The 3d Marine Division, as Davis later stated,
“never launched an operation without acquiring clear
definition of the targets and objectives cthrough intelli-
gence confirmed by recon patrols. High mobility oper-
ations {were} too difficult and complex to come up
empty or in disaster.”

The increased number of operations and clear
weather experienced during the mid-summer months
increased the ability of Marine forces to observe the
enemy’s movement, provide close air support, and
interdict his lines of communication and logistic oper-
ations, causing him difficulties in the resupply of per-
sonnel and equipment. This, coupled with a steady
increase in the loss of food, ammunition, personnel,
and previously prepared forward positions, forced the
North Vietnamese to reassess or alter their plans for
the major offensive, slated to be launched sometime in
mid-August. Despite inroads by the 3d Division, the
infilcration of personnel, supplies, and equipment into
Quang Tri Province continued, but at a slower pace.
Division intelligence analysts, however, still consid-
ered the 320th Division and three independent regi-
ments to be combar ready and capable of conducting
regiment or division-sized attacks on allied units, fire
support bases, and installations along the Demilita-
rized Zone. In addition, the disposition of these four
enemy units was such that a large-scale attack could
come at any time.?

The Eastern DMZ

As August began, allied forces continued the pres-
sure on enemy units throughout Quang Tri Province.
The heaviest fighting was to take place in the north-
eastern portion of the province in the Napoleon-Saline
area of operation. The first significant contact occurred
on 2 August when several squads of North Vietnamese
attacked the forward naval gunfire observation post at
Oceanview, 10 kilometers north of Cua Viet. Support-
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ed by Marine tanks, amphibian tractors, and naval
gunfire, the defenders drove off the enemy who left
eight dead. Later the same day, allied observers spotted
a platoon of N'VA in the same area and called in
artillery and naval gunfire, resulting in two reported
additional enemy killed.

On 8 August, two battalions of Lieutenant Colonel
Vu Van Giai’s 2d ARVN Regiment engaged elements
of the /st Battalion, 138th NVA Regiment, two kilome-
ters east of Gio Linh and two and one-half kilometers
south of the DMZ. As the engagement intensified dur-
ing the afternoon, the ARVN committed the remain-
ing two battalions of the regiment. Despite receiving
more than 150 rounds of mixed artillery and mortar
fire, the ARVN battalions pressed the attack, support-
ed by artillery and rtactical airstrikes. Suffering more
than 100 casualties the enemy battalion withdrew
northward under the cover of darkness after the six-
hour bactle.

Following a week of brief, but sharp clashes around
Gio Linh, Lieutenant Colonel Giai’s 2d ARVN Regi-
ment launched an attack into the southern half of the
Demilitarized Zone in an effort to reestablish contact
with the enemy regiment. Early on the morning of 15
August, elements of Company A, 1st Amphibian Trac-
tor Battalion, with 15 LVTs and 2 tanks, rolled out of
Outpost C—4 and proceeded to within one kilometer of
the zone’s southern boundary, turned, and proceeded
back to C—4. Company A’s diversion was to set the
stage for the ARVN attack.

The raid into the DMZ, planned and controlled by
the South Vietnamese, was to be executed by the ele-
ments of the 2d ARVN Regiment, 11th ARVN
Armored Cavalry, and the 3d Marine Division’s tank
battalion, organized into four cross-reinforced task ele-
ments. According to the plan, the combined infantry
and tank force was to attack north of the Song Cua Viet
into the DMZ. The task force would then turn west,
envelop the 15z Battalion, 138th NVA Regiment, and
attack south.

The combined elements of the ARVN and Marine
task force departed their respective bases at 0400 on
the 15th, and by dawn had moved up the beach to the
northernmost point of advance without detection. The
task force then turned west, moving from the beach
into an area composed of abandoned rice paddies.
Although a number of tracked vehicles and tanks
became mired in the swampy ground, 10 tanks from
Companies A and B, 3d Tank Battalion, continued to
sweep northwestward toward the Song Ben Hai and
then south, where they surprised the enemy “who were
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eating breakfast.”10 After preplanned B-52 Arclight
strikes and under covering artillery and tank fire, the
allied task force eventually overran the well-entrenched
enemy command post, supported by its own 105mm
artillery. Marine tankers, who described the day’s
action as a “turkey shoot,” were credited with 189
killed and 70 probables out of a total of 421 reported
enemy dead.!! Although the Marine tank companies
suffered no casualties, two tanks and a retriever were
damaged by mines.

Lieatenant Colonel Giai in his report on the raid,
stated the mission was only 50 percent accomplished;
Lieutenant General Richard G. Stilwell, the XXIV
Corps (formerly Prov Cotps) commander, was less
restrained in his observations about the success of the
ARVN. He reported to General Creighton Abrams, the
MACV commander, that the 15t Bastalion, 138th NVA
Regiment, “was, . . . to have attacked south across DMZ
last night; it will do no attacking for some time to
come. Meanwhile, the morale of the 2d ARVN Regi-
ment has never been higher. It was a good days work.”12

Several days later, in Paris, Ambassador W. Averill
Harriman informed North Vietnamese negotiators
that South Vietnamese infantrymen had conducted a
reconnaissance of a suspected North Vietnamese con-
centration south of the Song Ben Hai in the “South
Vietnamese portion of the Demilitarized Zone. Here
they encountered the 1st Battalion of the 138th North
Vietnamese Army Regiment . . . . Once again, I urge
that you accept my proposal for restoration of the
Demilitarized Zone to its original status.”!3

For the balance of the month, the remaining ele-
ments of the 138th NVA Regiment evaded all but minor
engagements with Marine and ARVN patrols in the
area. The North Vietnamese, however, continued to
use the Demilitarized Zone as a base for attacks into
South Vietnam, especially into the central and western
portions of Quang Tri Province.

In the Kentucky area of operations, to the west,
Colonel Ross T. Dwyer’s 1st Marines experienced little
activity other than minor squad-sized encounters dur-
ing the first half of August. The exception was an
encounter with 30 enemy troops by First Lieutenant
Arthur A. Pierce’s Company F, 9th Marines, three kilo-
meters east of Con Thien. In the face of U.S. artillery
and fixed-wing support, the enemy broke contact and
Pierce’s Marines began a sweep through the area. Dur-
ing the sweep, the Marines regained contact, but the
enemy again broke and ran, and Company F moved
through the area, capturing a number of weapons and
packs while counting 11 enemy dead.
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With enemy activity in the eastern DMZ, particu-
latly north of Con Thien, on the rise, General Davis
decided to act. In addition to sightings of enemy tanks,
Marine tactical fighter pilots and aerial observers
reported spotting trucks, truck parks, camouflaged
revetments, storage bunkers, and trenchlines. Of spe-
cial interest were repeated sightings of low, slow mov-
ing lights during hours of darkness which, it was
assumed, emanated from enemy helicopters or some
other vertical take-off and landing aircraft. The enemy,
it was thought, “might well be using aircraft to resup-
ply forward positions with high priority cargo such as
ammunition and medical supplies or conducting
medevacs after our techniques.”

Having strengthened his tactical position, but hav-
ing committed all of his available forces, General Davis
requested that Battalion Landing Team (BLT) 2/26 be
made available to conduct a raid into the DMZ. In the
event the landing team could not be committed to the
incursion, Davis asked that the battalion relieve the 2d
Battalion, 1st Marines, so that it could initiate the raid.
On 17 August, Lieutenant General Cushman approved
Davis’ request for BLT 2/26 to relieve the 2d Battalion,
1st Marines, but stipulated that the battalion landing
team would have to return to its amphibious shipping
by 20 August.

Davis, however, was concerned. In a message to
General Stilwell the following day, Davis noted that
the 2d Battalion, 3d Marines had been alerted to
deploy to the Da Nang area on 22 August. In addi-
tion, “there are other indications, that two battalions
of the First Regiment will be moved prior to the first
of September. These moves follow on the heels of the
loss of the 3d Battalion, 1st Marines in May and the
2d Battalion, 26th Marines earlier this month.” The
Army’s Ist Brigade, 5th Infantry Division (Mecha-
nized), over which the division had assumed opera-
tional control on 1 August, not only would not offset
the loss, but also was not scheduled to be fully opera-
tional before September. “It is obvious,” he concluded,
“that a severe draw down on 3d Mar Div capability at
this time will seriously limit my ability to maintain
the present flexible, mobile posture which I feel is nec-
essary if I am to continue the effective suppression of
enemy activity in this area.” He therefore recom-
mended that the present 12 maneuver battalion
strength of the division be maintained.s

In discussions with General Cushman, Stilwell
reported Davis’ concern. General Cushman responded
that only the two battalions of the 1st Marines were to
be reassigned to the 1st Marine Division. General Stil-
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well immediately informed Davis of the decision:
“You are advised to plan on moving the two bns of the
First Marines to First Mar Div in the latter part of this
month and to plan on retaining the Second Bn, Third
Marines, as an organic element of Third Mar Div.”6
The maneuver strength of the division would remain
at 12 battalions, nine Marine and the equivalent of
three Army.*

In the event of a crisis in the northern sector, Stil-
well notified the 101st Airborne Division to prepare to
assume Task Force X-Ray’s area of operations in Thua
Thien Province, which was occupied by the 1st and 3d
Battalions, 26th Marines. These two battalions then
could be airlifted to Quang Tri Province to reinforce
the 3d Marine Division.

On 18 August, Marine helicopters brought BLT
2/26 ashore into the Mai Xa Thi area on the Song Cua
Viet, relieving the 2d Battalion, 1st Marines. Follow-
ing two days of vigorous day and night patrols and
ambushes, the battalion returned to its amphibious
shipping off Cua Viet.”

Within a hour of the last of 60 B-52 Arclight
strikes on 19 August, Lieutenant Colonel John E.
Poindexter’s 2d Battalion, 1st Marines assaulted three
landing zones in the Trung Son region of the southern
DMZ, five kilometers north of Con Thien. Covered by
Companies A and B, 1st Marines and a platoon of tanks
from Companies A and B, 3d Tank Battalion, deployed
near Hill 56, 4,000 meters to the east, Poindexter’s
Marines swept east for approximately four kilometers,

*The 1st Marines was to replace the 27th Marines, which regiment
would return to the United States in September. In personal corre-
spondence in September 1968, Brigadier General E. E. Anderson, the
I MAF Chief of Staff, outlined the hatd bargaining that occurred over
the displacement of the 1st Marines. He wrote: “We've had a considet-
able hassle over the move of the 1sc Marines . . . .” He declared that
General Cushman made the original decision because the 3d Division
would have operational control of the 1st Brigade, Sth Mechanized
Division, but that “Davis {the 3d Division commander} really com-
plained that he just couldn't get along with eight maneuver battalions
plus an SLF, but had to have a minimum of nine, plus a BLT.” Accord-
ing to Anderson, “General Cushman stood his ground for quite some
time, but then Stilwell and Davis came down and came forth with a
counter-proposal . . . .” According to the proposal, XXIV Corps would
assume responsibility for the area berween Phu Bai and Phu Loc, then
controlled by the 1st Marine Division Task Force X-Ray. The 111 MAF
commander then “reluctantly accepted the proposal . . ..” III MAF and
XXIV Corps, however, continued to discuss the specific details about
responsibilities and command structure in the former Task Force X-
Ray sector. BGen E. E. Anderson to LtGen W. J. Van Ryzin, dtd
11Sep68, Enct, Gen Earl E. Anderson, Comments on draft, ded
18Dec94 (Vietnam Comment File), hereafter Anderson ltr to Van
Ryzin, Sep68 and Anderson Comments, Dec94.
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exploiting the effects of the Arclight strikes. The bat-
talion found many potential landing zone sites, but
discovered no evidence of curtent or past use of the area
by enemy aircraft. .

As Companies G and H consolidated at several
landing zones in preparation for extraction by heli-
copter, Poindexter’s Marines suffered their only casual-
ty during the day-long raid. While one flight of heli-
copters attempted to set down at one of the landing
zones, a command detonated claymore rigged to an
82mm mortar round exploded, destroying one CH-46
helicopter and damaging several others. Three of the
CH-46's crewmen and one of the battalion’s Marines
were killed, while two Marine pilots were wounded.18

Because of darkness and sporadic enemy fire, Com-
panies E and F and the bartalion command group
remained in the DMZ until the following morning. At
0700 they began moving south on foot. The heat was
overwhelming, making the cross-country movement
slow and, as a result, helicopters eventually extracted
the battalion at 1730 from landing zones five kilome-
ters north of Con Thien.

Although the raid into the DMZ uncovered no evi-
dence of enemy helicopter or other air activity, it did
force out a large number of enemy troops from the area.
Scattered by the combination of air and artillery attacks
and Poindexter’s heliborne assault, the fleeing enemy
fell prey to other Marine blocking forces in both the
Kentucky and Lancaster areas of operation. The first
contacts were initiated by Company B, 1st Marines
and the Army’s Company A, 77th Armored Regiment
near Hill 56. On the motning of the 19th, both com-
panies, whose defensive positions had been probed con-
tinuously during the night, engaged an enemy platoon
attempting to escape to the east. Supported by the pla-
toon of tanks from the 3d Tank Battalion, which at the
time was advancing toward the hill from the east, the
combined Army and Marine force killed a reported 26
enemy troops.

Also on the 19th, while moving eastward through
the piedmont, six kilometers southwest of Con Thien,
Company M, 9th Marines intercepted an estimated
reinforced enemy platoon fleeing in its direction. Com-
pany M Marines suppressed the enemy’s small arms,
automatic weapons, and RPG fire, and maneuvered
toward the commanding terrain under an umbrella of
artillery fire and fixed-wing airstrikes. A later search of
the area resulted in the discovery of over 30 enemy
bodies and the capture of two prisoners of war.

Sporadic contact with fleeing enemy forces contin-
ued throughout the night of the 19th and into the fol-
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lowing day. As five tanks of the 3d Tank Bartalion
returned to Hill 56 on the morning of 20 August,
with Companies G and H, 9th Marines serving as
blocking forces, two enemy squads attacked the
advancing Marines with small arms, rocket propelled
grenades, mortars, and artillery. Responding with a
similar combination of weapons, the Marines forced
the two enemy units to withdraw northward, leaving
their dead, all of whom were credited to the marks-
manship of Marine tankers.

Less than 1,000 meters northwest of Company M’s
encounter on the 19th, shortly after noon on the 21st,
Company I, 9th Marines began receiving sniper fire.
Within a hour, the company had engaged an enemy
unit of undetermined size, firing small arms and
grenades at the Marines. Countering with accurate
rocket, mortar, and artillery fire, the Marine company
forced the enemy to break contact and withdraw to the
north. In one instance during the two-hour engage-
ment, a grenadier with an M72 (LAAW) rocket
destroyed an enemy 60mm mortar emplacement. A
search of the area before dark revealed a reported 14
North Vietnamese bodies and 12 weapons.

While the enemy seemed reluctant to expose his
large units to combat along the eastern DMZ, he dis-
played no hesitation in attacking small Marine recon-
naissance patrols in the Kentucky area of operations
during the month. In two Leatherneck Square actions,
he paid a high price for his efforts, miscalculating on
the proximity of reinforcing units and the immediate
availability of supporting arms.

At 1000 on 15 August, an estimated enemy com-
pany attacked a four-man reconnaissance team south-
east of Con Thien near the abandoned airstrip at Nam
Dong. The patrol returned fire and requested rein-
forcement, while simultaneously calling in preplanned
artillery fires. Within minutes a platoon from Compa-
ny A, Ist Marines, accompanied by three tanks, moved
out of positions a kilometer away and headed south to
assist. The coordinated attack, which included more
than 150 rounds of 105mm artillery, 40 rounds of 4.2-
inch mortar, 75 rounds from the 90mm guns of the
tanks, and airstrikes by Marine UH-1E gunships
accounted for several enemy dead.

In a second attack, the enemy paid an even greater
price. At 1700 on 24 August, reconnaissance team
“Tender Rancho” was moving north through high
grass, seven kilometers southeast of Con Thien near
Dao Xuyen, when the point man observed 15 khaki-
clothed enemy troops cooking and talking. The team
in a burst of small arms fire killed three, then another
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three. Within minutes the team received a barrage of
82mm mortars and immediately formed a 360-degree
security. A hour and a half after the first burst of fire,
gunships arrived on station and informed the team that
enemy troops surrounded them. The team later report-
ed that 30 to 40 enemy “to the east, north and west”
got up and ran when the gunships arrived.!?

In immediate response to Tender Rancho’s request
for assistance, a Marine helicopter life brought in a
reinforced platoon from Company D, 1st Marines to
help. Despite receiving .50-caliber and mortar fire in
the landing zone, the Company D platoon fought
through to link up with the reconnaissance team at
1930. Once consolidated, the team and reaction
force received “a fire for effect” of 60 82mm mortar
rounds, resulting in the death of three and wounding
of exight Marines.2

Moving overland from the east, additional pla-
toons from Company D, along with Company C,
reached blocking positions just north of the encircled
reconnaissance team before dark. At daylight on 25
August, Marine helicopters inserted the remainder of
Company D. During the insertion, however, a
UH-34, while dodging enemy fire, struck a tree
breaking off the tail section, killing 3 and wounding
14. With the arrival of elements of the 1st Battalion,
3d Marines and Company M, 9th Marines later in the
day, the Marines effectively cordoned the area, pre-
venting an enemy withdrawal.

During the remainder of the 25th and into the
26th, as Companies C and D, st Marines pushed
southward toward the other blocking forces, the enemy
made several determined, but unsuccessful attempts to
break the cordon. Just before midnight on the 25th,
Company B, 1st Marines, which anchored the western
portton of the cordon, began to receive enemy artillery
fire. For the next seven hours the company was sub-
jected to an artillery attack of more than 220 rounds.
The enemy fire was so inaccurate that only one Marine
was wounded. By 26 August, after three days of fight-
ing, the enemy had lost a reported 78 killed and 28
weapons captured; Marine casualties were 11 kitled
and 58 wounded.

With the end of the cordon in Leatherneck Square,
the 1st Marines, now commanded by Colonel Robert
G. Lauffer, with 1ts 1st and 2d Bartalions, was relieved
of the responsibility for the Napoleon-Saline and Ken-
tucky areas of operations. The regiment boarded trucks
for Dong Ha and then flew in Air Force C~130s to Da
Nang, while Navy LCUs and LSTs carried the regi-
ment’s equipment south. On 31 August, the Ist
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Marines assumed the area of operations and mission
formerly assigned to the 27th Marines

Upon the departure of the 1st Marines from Quang
T Province, the Army’s 1st Brigade, 5th Infantry
Division (Mechanized) assumed control of the Ken-
tucky and Napoleon-Satine areas of operation. Com-
posed of the 1st Battalion, 11th Infantry; 1st Battalion,
61st Infantry (Mechanized); and 1st Barttalion, 77th
Armored Regiment, Colonel Richard J. Glikes’
brigade was reorganized at Fort Carson, Colorado in
late March for movement to Vietnam.** After months
of training, the brigade’s main body began moving on
22 July, and by the 31st the brigade had completed the
movement of personnel from Fort Carson to Da Nang
and then to Quang Tri. At Da Nang, the brigade off-
loaded 148 armored personnel carriers and 67 tanks
which were then transshipped to Wunder Beach,
southeast of Quang Tri Cicy.

Glikes’ brigade originally was to assume the area of
operations then assigned to the Army’s 1st Cavalry
Division, and possibly a portion of the Napoleon-
Saline area. But because of enemy pressure and the
approaching monsoon season, the 3d Marine Division
ordered a realignment of forces and changes in areas of
operations. The brigade, in conjunction with the 1st
Amphibian Tractor Battalion, would assume responsi-
bility for a reduced Kentucky and Napoleon-Saline
area of operation. The remaining portion of the sector
was to be given to the 2d ARVN Regiment. The 3d
Marines would take over a modified Lancaster area of
operation, while the 4th Marines retained responsibil-
ity for the slightly altered Scotland II area of opera-
tions. The 9th Marines, the divisions “swing” regi-
ment, would be given the responsibility for a new area
of operations, southwest of Quang Tri City.

In addition, General Davis requested that the Sev-
enth Fleet's Amphibious Ready Group 76.4, with its
accompanying spectal landing force be held off ashore,
near the entrance to the Song Cua Viet. The landing

* At Da Nang, the 3d Batealion, 1st Marines, which had moved
south in lace May to participate in operations during “Mini-Tet” in the
Elephant Valley, northwest of Da Nang, rejoined its parent regiment
on 7 September. The same day, the 1st Marines passed operational con-
trol of the 2d Batcalion, 27th Marines to Regimental Landing Team
(RLT) 27. See Chapter 19 relative to the arrival of the 1st Marines and
departure of the 27th Marines at Da Nang.

**Included as part of the 24,500 additional military personnel
spaces approved by the Joint Chiefs of Scaff for deployment to South-
east Asia in 1968, was a 4,769-man mechanized brigade (separace)
requested by U.S. Army, Vietnam. The mechanized brigade was to
replace the 1st Marines who, in turn, would replace RLT 27. MACV
ComdHist, 1968, pp. 225-228. See also Chapter 27.
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force was to be prepared to assume responsibility for
the Napoleon-Saline area of operations on six-hours
notice. General Cushman approved the request and
asked the task force commander to place a hold on the
movement of the amphibious ready group.

The shift of forces in Quang Tri Province was part
of a general realignment of units then taking place in
Northern I Corps Tactical Zone. In early June, MACV
undertook a study to determine the feasibility and
desirability of reassigning tactical responsibilities
within I Corps, a continuation of the long-range force
deployment planning study, “Military Posture, North-
ern 1 Corps, 1 September 1968,” submitted on 31
March 1968. The March study expressed the desirabil-
ity of having the two Marine divisions operate in con-
tiguous areas, areas which included deep-water port
facilities and existing Marine logistic installations.
Over the next several months the proposals contained
in the March study were refined, and in June the
MACV study group suggested that the 1st and 3d
Marine Divisions be assigned the three southern
provinces of I Corps under III MAE, while the 23d
Infancry (Americal) Division and 101st Airborne Divi-
sion be given the northern two provinces of the corps
tactical zone.2!*

While the proposal had a number of obvious tacti-
cal and logistical advantages, there were a number of
drawbacks. First, if such a readjustment were to take
place, the Army would, in all probability, create anoth-
er field force that would report directly to MACV.
More importantly, Lieutenant General Hoang Xuan
Lam, as Commanding General, I Corps Tactical Zone,
would be placed in the position of having to deal with
two separate and competing commands within the
zone, each of which reported directly to MACV. The
proposed transplacement of Army and Marine units
within I Corps, however, would be quashed for the
moment by General Cushman with the support of
Lieutenant General Rosson, who at the time was still
Provisional Corps commander. In a message at the end
of June, General Cushman observed that “Gen Rosson
continues to share my views {and} . . . that current
command relationships and projected troop disposi-
tions should not be disturbed at this crucial period of
the conflict . . . . However, if COMUSMACYV decides
to transplace . . . the eatliest practical time to consider
changes of this nature is late spring 1969.”22 General
Chapman, the Marine Corps Commandant, noted that

*See Chapter 13 for earlier discussion of the 31 March 1968 plan-
ning effore.
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the Marines would acquiesce to the plan only if “CG,
III MAF retains overall command of U.S. forces in
ICTZ for the purpose of facilitating coordination with
ARVN, CORDS and the advisory effort, and for coor-
dinating tactical operations.”2

Asa collateral result of cthe proposed transplacement
of Army and Marine units within I Corps was the
approval in early August of the exchange of the 3d
Brigade, 82d Airborne Division, under the operational
control of the 101st Airborne Division, with the
101st’s own 3d Brigade, then operating in III Corps.
Conversion, involving the formation of two new com-
panies per battalion of the 3d Brigade, 82d Airborne to
a separate light infantry brigade, was to be completed
before the exchange, scheduled to take place in Sep-
tember or October.2

While Lieutenant Colonel George E Meyers’ 1st
Amphibian Tractor Battalion, split between two posi-
tions on the Song Cua Viet and outposts at C—4 and
Oceanview, continued a vigorous program of patrols
and ambushes throughout the Napoleon-Saline area of
operations, elements of Colonel Glikes” 1st Brigade
concentrated on company and platoon patrols in Leath-
erneck Square, that area bounded by Con Thien, Gio
Linh, Dong Ha, and Cam Lo.z On 4 September, a pla-
toon from Company A, 61st Mechanized Infantry was
sent to the relief of Company M, 9th Marines, engaged
in battle with a reinforced NVA company in bunkers
west of Con Thien. Joined by a reaction force from
Company C, 61st Infantry, and supported by artillery
and airstrikes, the combined Marine and Army force
fought back. In the two-and-one-half hour battle that
followed, the American units reported killing more
than 20 enemy soldiers. Friendly losses were placed at
6 killed and 55 wounded, the majority as a result of
enemy rocket-propelled grenade hits on armored per-
sonnel carriers. Darkness and typhoon warnings pre-
vented further exploitation of the battle area.

Beginning late on 4 September, the rains came to
Quang Tri Province and the Marine command took
precautions to prepare for Typhoon Bess. First MAW
units in Quang Tri either secured their helicopters or
flew them to safe areas away from the storm. Other
Marines sandbagged the collections of Southeast Asia
huts with their tin roofs and other structures that char-
acterized U.S. bases in the province. These preparations
together with the expected heavy downpours and high
winds greatly hampered military operations.

The typhoon struck the coast of northern I Corps
between Da Nang and Phu Bai on the afternoon of the
Sth. As the rains and wind began to subside, the
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Photo from the Abel Collection
A member of the 9th Marines operating near the DMZ
bunches up as best he can under his poncho to protect him-
self from the torrential vains that struck Quang Tri
Province in September.

typhoon instead of moving on shore and dissipating,
had moved back to sea and was rapidly regaining
strength. During the night of che 5th and the early
morning hours of the 6th, Typhoon Bess began slowly
to move up the South Vietnamese coastline. At a point
almost due east of Hue, the typhoon plunged ashore
with heavy rains and strong winds.

Slamming into the mountains, west of Hue, late in
the day, the typhoon began to dissipate and by late
afternoon, Bess was relegated to a tropical storm. But
as the typhoon roared across norchern I Corps, Bess
dropped torrents of rain, collapsing tents and bunkers,
and flooding much of the low-lying areas of Quang Tri
and Thua Thien Provinces. Disaster relief operations
initiated by the division took prioriry over all other
activities not directly related to combat support.

Although the torrential rains sharply curtailed both
allied and enemy ground combat activity, it did not
halt future planning. Due to steadily increasing enemy
ground, artillery, and mortar activity along che eastern
half of the DMZ, south of the Ben Hai, the 3d Marine
Division again proposed a one-day raid into the zone,
scheduled for 12 September. The plan called for
Colonel Glikes’ 1st Brigade to conduct an armored
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attack to the Ben Hai, composed of three task forces:
one tank heavy, one mechanized infantry heavy, and an
armored cavalry force. As before, the armored attack
was to exploit B=52 Arclight strikes. To the brigade’s
east, Lieutenant Colonel Giai's 2d ARVN Regiment
would also launch an armor attack into the Demilita-
rized Zone. Both forces were to withdraw to positions
south of the zone before darkness.

As Glikes’ forces prepared for the DMZ strike, the
enemy resumed artillery, rocket, and mortar attacks on
allied installations throughout Quang Tii Province,
following a three-day lull brought about by Typhoon
Bess. In addition, smail groups of enemy began to be
sighted along the DMZ. On the 8th, Companies A and
C, 61sc Infantry, dismounted, and Company B, 11th
Infantry assaulted into three landing zones, eight kilo-
meters northwest of Cam Lo. Meeting no resistance in
the landing zones, the companies attacked to the
southwest the following day, encountering only a few
pockets of enemy resistance.

Shortly after noon on 11 September, Company D,
11th Infantry engaged an enemy force of unknown
strength occupying bunkers near the “Market Place,”
four kilometers northeast of Con Thien. The company
called for Marine tactical airstrikes against the enemy,
followed by artillery. A platoon of tanks from the 1st
Battalion, 77th Armor moved up to reinforce. At 1830
the enemy attempted to break contact, but the artillery
hampered the enemy withdrawal. Fixed in position by
the heavy shelling, one group of enemy raised a white
flag. The American gunners ceased fire momentarily to
allow the group to surrender. Instead the North Viet-
namese broke and ran and the artillery barrage
resumed. A later sweep of the area revealed more than
40 enemy bodies. Of seven enemy soldiers captured,
one identified his unit as belonging to the 275 Inde-
pendent NVA Regiment, a unit identified in frequent con-
tacts with allied forces in the area since March.

On 10 September, General Abrams informed Gen-
eral Davis that the proposed allied raids into the
Demilitarized Zone had been approved and that two
Arclight strikes would be provided. Preceded by the
pre-planned B-52 strikes and a 55-minute artillery
and naval gunfire barrage of the objective area, the
attacking force moved into the DMZ on the morning
of 13 September. Two 1st Brigade reinforced company-
size task forces, one tank heavy and the other mecha-
nized infantry heavy, actacked on an axis to the north-
east of Con Thien. A third brigade task force, armored
cavalry heavy, moved into position five kilometers west
of Gio Linh. Lieutenant Colonel Giai’s 2d Bartalion,
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with the 1st Squadron, 7th ARVN Armored Cavalry,
supported by two platoons from Company A, 3d Tank
Battalion, simultaneously attacked to the north and
northeast of A-2 and Gio Linh.

South Vietnamese infantry troops on the right flank
achieved almost immediate contact. Providing a base
of fire for the advancing ARVN infantry, Marine tanks,
firing 90mm canister and high-explosive rounds, led
the assault, killing a reported 73 North Vietnamese
troops. Contact was so close at times that Marine
tankers were forced to use machine gun, as well as main
gun fire, to break through the enemy’s defenses and
reach their objective.?? Following in the wake of the
tanks, and supported by helicopter gunships, the
ARVN infantry claimed to have killed an additional
68 enemy and captured one N'VA soldier. On the left
flank, after encountering mines and antitank fire, the
three Army task forces soon joined the action, account-
ing for another reported 35 dead enemy soldiers and
seizing a large cache of mortar rounds.® The allied
forces reached their northernmost objectives, turned
south, and returned to their bases by late afternoon.

Demoralized and unable to defend against yet
another combined ground and massive supporting
arms attack, the enemy withdrew northward. The cap-
tured North Vietnamese soldier identified his unit as
an element of the 1386 NVA Regiment. He further
indicated that the 1385 Regiment had assumed control
of the 271h Independent Regiment's area of operations, due
to the heavy casualties suffered by the regiment in
recent months.?

On 20 September, continuing the mission of deny-
ing the enemy freedom of action and movement
throughout the Kentucky area of operations, Colonel
Glikes’ brigade began a series of search and clear opet-
ations in the Khe Chua Valley, eight kilometers north
of Cam Lo. While elements of the 1st Battalion, G1st
Infantry occupied blocking positions stretching for
2,000 meters at the head of the valley, Companies B
and C, 77th Armor moved from positions at C-2
Bridge and C—4, along Route 561, and swept up the
valley toward the 61st’s blocking positions.3¢ During
the next three days, the units cleared the valley of small
enemy units that could threaten not only nearby
brigade outposts, but also Cam Lo. At the same time,
the Army troops discovered and destroyed several large
enemy tunnel complexes.

Heavy monsoon rains during the later part of Sep-
tember had swollen the Ben Bai, forcing remnants of
the 320th NVA Division and independent regiments
northward across the river. Intelligence, however, indi-
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cated that some groups had been trapped in the south
by the rising water. Despite the weather, Companies B,
C, and D, 11th Infantry moved out from C-2 and C-2
Bridge at 0400 on the morning of 26 September. In
coordination with the 2d and 3d Battalions, 2d ARVIN
Regiment, and the 3d Marines, the companies moved
to a position west of Con Thien and then attacked
north across the southern boundary of the DMZ,
toward the Dong Be Lao mountain complex.

During an eight-day foray into the DMZ, the
attacking elements of the 11th Infantry encountered
no opposition. What few engagements took place were
with the enemy’s rear guard, which attempted to slow
the advance. Searches of numerous bunkers and other
complexes indicated that the enemy had abandoned
the positions only recently. In his hasty retreat the
enemy left behind numerous poorly concealed booby-
traps and mines, and several large caches of ammuni-
tion and equipment which were destroyed by advanc-
ing forces. From all indications what enemy troops had
been in the area had withdrawn north across the Ben
Hai to the relative safety of North Vietnam.3!

The battleship New Jersey (BB 62), arrived on sta-
tion, off the DMZ, on 29 September, and fired her first
mission in support of division and ARVN troops the
following day. The arrival of the New Jersey consider-
ably enhanced the range and destructive power of fire
support available to the division. Her nine 16-inch
guns could each hurl a 2,760-pound shell to a maxi-
mum range of more than 38,000 meters, exceeding the
range of a cruiser’s 8-inch gun by 9,000 meters.

By the end of September enemy forces normally
positioned along the eastern DMZ had withdrawn
north of the Ben Hai, possibly into North Vietnam.
The enemy had not been able, because of continued
Army, Marine, and ARVN pressure, to initiate any
portion of his planned Autumn Offensive. His attacks
by fire and attempts at interdicting friendly lines of
communication continued. Allied installations and
tactical units in the northern portion of the province
received periodic mortar, artillery, and rocket actacks.
The heaviest attack occurred on 3 October when ele-
ments of the 2d ARVN Regiment received 170 rounds
of 105mm artillery fire while engaged in a search and
clear operation northeast of Gio Linh.

In addition, enemy sappers continued in their
attempts to deny friendly forces the use of the Cua Viet.
There were several instances when Navy patrol craft
were hit by rocket propelled grenades, small arms, and
automatic weapons fire from the banks of the river.
Although the Navy continually swept the river for
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mines, mining incidents along the vital waterway con-
tinued.

In October the 1st Amphibian Tractor Battalion,
under Lieutenant Colonel George FE Meyers, main-
tained security of the Cua Viet waterway and conduct-
ed numerous patrols, cordons, and sweeps in the
Napoleon-Saline area of operations. North of Lieu-
tenant Colonel Meyers’ battalion, elements of the 2d
ARVN Regiment continued reconnaissance-in-force
operations in the vicinity of A~1 and Gio Linh. To the
west, in the Kentucky area of operations, Colonel
Glikes’ 1st Brigade, Sth Infantry Division (Mecha-
nized) emphasized offensive actions away from fixed
positions, focusing on the enemy rather than terrain,
employing infantry/armored task forces.

The first significant ground contact occurred on the
11th, when a brigade mechanized infantry and tank
force, composed of Companies B and C, 61st Infantry
and Company B, 77th Armor, engaged an estimated
platoon of well-entrenched N'VA troops. From heavily
fortified bunkers, 2,500 meters northeast of Con
Thien, the enemy effectively employed rocket pro-
pelled grenades and 60mm mortars, crippling three
tanks and one armored personnel carrier (APC). Mines
disabled another two tanks and one APC, killing a
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total of 3 and wounding 20 brigade troops. Fighting
back with 90mm tank, artillery, and small arms fire,
the companies swept through the area after five hours
of battle and counted 26 North Vietnamese bodies.?2

Heavy monsoon rains again fell throughout the area
during mid-October, curtailing both ground and air
operations. On 15 October, nevertheless, elements of
the 2d ARVN Regiment engaged an estimated enemy
company, four kilometers east of Gio Linh. Artillery,
gunships, and Marine tactical air supported the ARVN
infantrymen. One troop of the 11th ARVN Armored
Cavalry moved up to reinforce, but was delayed due to
the water-logged ground. Fighting continued
throughout the 15th and into the next day. On the
morning of 16 October, the 1st and 3d Troops, 11th
Cavalry joined with the ARVN infantry, and by noon
the enemy force now estimated at battalion-size was
supported by artillery and mortar fire. The proximity
of the opposing forces prohibited the use of airstrikes
and the ARVN, like their opponent, relied heavily on
accurate artillery fire. When the enemy force, thought
to be an element of the 13825 NVA Regiment, broke
contact at the end of the day, it had suffered more than
a reported 105 killed in two days of fighting, while the
ARVN units sustained 5 killed.

Marines from the 3d Marine Division visiting the New Jersey (BB 62) watch as the 16-inch guns
of the battleship blast North Vietnamese positions near the DMZ.

Photo from the Abel Collection
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South of the ARVN encounter on the 16th, in the
Napoleon-Saline area of operations, Lieutenant Colonel
Meyers’ battalion assumed operational control of BLT
2/26. The following day, the battalion landing team
cordoned the Xuan Khanh Resettlement Hamlet, five
kilometers northeast of Cua Viet, in conjunction with
a sweep and search of the hamlet by elements of the
Vietnamese Coastal Group 11, National Police, and
the local Marine Combined Action company. While
detaining no villagers, the Marines evacuated two civil-
ians for medical treatment. Before returning to its
amphibious shipping on the 19th, the BLT conducted
a search and destroy mission from Oceanview to the
DMZ, uncovering and destroying numerous bunkers
and boobytraps.3?

Despite extended periods of torrential rains
brought on by the northeast monsoon during October,
both ground and aerial reconnaissance missions indi-
cated the presence of a sizable enemy force south of the
Ben Hai between Gio Linh and Con Thien. On 15
October, the 3d Marine Division set in motion yet
another one-day raid into the DMZ to prevent any
further enemy build-up in the area.3 Weather caused
the Marines to postpone the raid from 18 October
until the 22d.35 The scheme of maneuver called for a
coordinated armored attack into the Demilitarized
Zone by a 1st Brigade task force from Con Thien,
Marine infantry and armor from the Napoleon-Saline
area of operations, and a 2d ARVN Regiment task
force from Dong Ha.

In preparation for the strike, on 21 October, Lieu-
tenant Colonel Meyers’ battalion assumed operational
control of Company H, 9th Marines, which unit, LVTs
transported to Outpost C4, five kilometers northeast
of Cua Viet. The following morning Company H, sup-
ported by tanks and amtracs, moved up the coast and
took up blocking positions in the vicinity of Ha Loi
Trung, within one kilometer of the southern boundary
of the DMZ ¢

At 0800 on 23 October, elements of the 2d
ARVN Regiment attacked on two axes into the
DMZ, north of Ha Loi Trung. The main attack, led
by the 1st Battalion, 2d ARVN Regiment, support-
ed by two troops of the 11th ARVN Armored Cav-
alry and a platoon of tanks from Company C, 3d
Tank Battalion, moved across the boundary, approx-
imately two kilometers from the coast. Three kilo-
meters to the west, the secondary attack, led by the
2d Battalion, 2d ARVN Regiment, supported by
Company H, 9th Marines and a platoon of tanks
from Company A, 3d Tank Battalion, was launched.
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By noon, the two ARVN and Marine task forces were
not only heavily engaged, but also had trapped an
enemy unit of undetermined size between their posi-
tions and the sea. With artillery, U.S. Army gun-
ships, and naval gunfire reinforcing friendly tank
fire, the combined tank and infantry assault swept
through the area, killing a reported 112 enemy sol-
diers, 63 of whom were credited to the tank crew-
men of Company A. By dusk, the enemy broke con-
tact and what remained of the North Vietnamese
unit escaped further up the coast.3”

On the same day, attacking north from A-3 and
Con Thien into the DMZ and then eastward along
the Ben Hai roward the site of the Marine and ARVN
action, the brigade task force, composed of three com-
panies of the dismounted 1st Battalion, 61st Mecha-
nized Infantry, encountered only light resistance. As
the task force continued eastward during the 24th,
through Kinh Mon, Tan Mon, and An Xa along an
abandoned railroad, Company A engaged an enemy
platoon, reporting another seven NVA killed. At
0830 the following morning, Company A reestab-
lished contact, this time with an estimated enemy
battalion in well-fortified bunkers. Minutes later,
Company B took a volley of heavy small arms and
mortar fire. By 1030 the engaged companies had
linked up, and while Company A attacked to the
northeast against the enemy’s flank, Company B
assaulted and overran the enemy position, capturing
one 82mm mortar, two 60mm mortars, and two .50-
caliber antiaircraft weapons. Both companies, later
reinforced by Company B, 77th Armor, remained in
contact until 1800, during which time they made
maximum use of air, artillery, and naval gunfire sup-
port. As a result of the action, the Americans report-
ed 231 enemy dead. Brigade losses were 4 killed and
24 wounded. The task force withdrew southward on
the 26th and during the remainder of the month,
brigade troops continued to exploit minor contacts
north of A—3 and recover their destroyed and dam-
aged tanks in the DMZ.38

Despite the destruction of major elements of the
138th and 270th NVA Regiments, the victory was cause
for concern. The reappearance of these two regiments
in northeast Quang Tri Province, after suffering heavy
casualties in several engagements during the past
three months, not only confirmed their capacity to
regroup rapidly and assimilate replacements, but also
attested to both their flexibility and their maneuver-
ability in frequently attacking and then withdrawing
across the Ben Hai.
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The combined ARVN, U.S. Army, and Marine
attack into the Demilitarized Zone during the last
week of October would be the last. Effective 2100
hours, 1 November, Saigon time, as announced by
President Lyndon Johnson, the United States would
cease all offensive operations against the territory of
North Vietnam. The halt in no way applied to offen-
sive operations within the Republic of Vietnam, but
it did apply to offensive operations north of the
Demilitarized Zone’s southern boundary. The pre-
November rules of engagement authorizing opera-
tions by ground forces in the DMZ south of the Pro-
visional Military Demarcation Line were now
revoked. However, General Abrams later sought
authority, and gained approval from the Joint Chiefs
of Staff, to send squad-size patrols into the southern
portion of the DMZ to “capture prisoners and
obtain other positive proof that the NVA rather
than the VC are operating in the southern portion of
the DMZ.”% What these patrols would find would
be disturbing .40

Defear of the 320th Division

Unlike the Napoleon-Saline and Kentucky areas
of operations at the beginning of August, the Lan-
caster II and Scotland II areas remained relatively
quiet. Colonel Edward J. Miller’s 4th Marines con-
tinued extensive company patrol operations
throughout the central portion of the Scotland area
of operations with Lieutenant Colonel Thomas H.
Galbraith’s 1st Battalion searching the jungle
canopy 10 kilometers west of LZ Stud. The battalion
also retained responsibility for security operations in
the immediate area of the combat base. Lieutenant
Colonel Louis A. Rann’s 2d Battalion operated from
Fire Support Base Cates and the 3d Bartalion, under
Lieutenant Colonel Frank L. Bourne, Jr.,, operated
out of Fire Support Base Shepherd.

To the east, in the Lancaster area of operations, the
3d Marines, under the command of Colonel Richard
L. Michael, Jr., continued to conduct search and
destroy operations and to provide security for Thon
Son Lam, Camp Carroll, and Route 9. Lieutenant
Colonel Charles V. Jarman’s 1st Battalion provided
security for the Marine installation at Thon Son Lam,
Khe Gio Bridge, and conducted company patrols and
daily road sweeps of Route 9. The 2d Battalion, under
Lieutenant Colonel Jack W. Davis, secured not only
Thon Son Lam, but Camp Carroll, Dong Ha Moun-
tain Observation Post, and the battalion’s assigned
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portion of Route 9. Commanded by Lieutenant
Colonel William H. Bates, who, on 28 July, had
replaced Lieutenant Colonel James W. Marsh, the 3d
Battalion, 3d Marines continued anti-infiltration
operations from Fire Support Bases Margo and Joan,
northwest of Camp Carroll.

To che south of the Lancaster area, lay a small area
of operations in the Ba Long Valley, carved out of
the east portion of the Scotland area and western
portion of that assigned to the 1st Air Cavalry Divi-
sion, being swept by Colonel Robert H. Barrow’s
9th Marines. Originally planned as a multi-bartal-
ion sweep of the long fertile valley, which extends
west from Quang Tri City to LZ Stud, the 9ch
Marines soon lost Lieutenant Colonel Francis X.
Colleton’s 1st Battalion to the defensive needs of
both LZ Stud, now renamed Vandegrift Combat
Base, and Ca Lu, and Lieutenant Colonel Frederic S.
Knight's 2d Battalion to a competing operation in
Leatherneck Square.

On 2 August, following a 48-hour delay due to a
lack of helicopter transports, Company I, 3d Battal-
ion, 9th Marines under Captain Gary E. Todd, was
helilifced onto Hill 385, 12 kilometers southeast of
Ca Lu. After the infantry company had established a
defensive perimeter and had the artillery register sup-
porting fires, Marine helicopters brought in the fol-
lowing day an engineer detachment and its equip-
ment to begin construction of a new fire base there,
Fire Support Base Holcomb. As Captain Todd later
remarked, “the engineers couldn’t contribute much
until we established security.”s! In the meantime,
other helicopters had inserted Lieutenant Colonel
Edward J. LaMontagne, the 3d Battalion commander,
and his command group and two rifle companies into
the Cua Valley, or Mai Loc area, to the north, who ini-
tiated a sweep south along Route 558 toward Hol-
comb and the Ba Long Valley.

The construction of Holcomb was, as Colonel Bar-
row recalled, a new experience for the regiment:

We went about it in a very methodical, carefully
planned manner. We reconnoitered with the engineers,
who would have a large hand in building it; the
artillery, who would have to shoot from it; the infantry,
who would have to defend it; and helicopter personnel,

who, of course, would have to use it to resupply and
build up the forces.42

Following two days of air preparation, which
included the dropping of several “daisy cutters,” the
Marines occupied the hill, and infantry and engineers
working side by side using demolitions, chain saw, and
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hand tools, cleared the site* A bulldozer was then
brought in to build ammunition berms and gun pits,
later to be occupied by Battery E 12th Marines and ele-
ments of the 1st Provisional 155mm Howitzer Battery.
Captain Todd remembered that as soon as the bulldoz-
er arrived, “the artillery position quickly began taking
shape” after relatively slow progress by hand until that
time. The building of Holcomb was, Barrow con-
cluded, “rather amusing because we almost over-killed
the effort with detail planning. But it was an experi-
ence that led us into refining our techniques.”
During the next 13 days, LaMontagne’s Marines
swept through the rice paddies and cornfields that dot-
ted the valley floor and into the double-canopied jun-
gle that covered the high ground to the north and
south of the valley. LaMontagne temporarily closed
Fire Support Base Holcomb as the battalion began con-
struction of Fire Support Base Henderson, five kilome-
ters to the southwest. The lack of contact and any evi-
dence to indicate recent enemy activity brought the Ba
Long Valley operation to a close on 16 August. The
battalion then abandoned the two fire support bases
and returned to Vandegrift Combat Base.
Reconnaissance patrols operating north of Route 9
in the Lancaster and Scotland areas of operation report-
ed a dramatic upsurge in enemy activity during the
first two weeks of August. In the region around Heli-
copter Valley, south of the DMZ, patrols sighted
numerous small bands of enemy troops moving south,
indicating that the area was either a much-used infil-
tration route or the possible site of several enemy base
camps. The area further west, and north of the Rock-
pile, also witnessed an increase in enemy activity. A
document captured by one patrol in the area indicated
that elements of the 524 Regiment, 320th NVA Division
had moved into the region recently. The Khe Sanh
plateau and the mountains west of Thon Son Lam and
Ca Lu likewise were sites of increased enemy activity.4
Taken together, these indicators pointed to the fact that
following several abortive attempts in the coastal flat-
lands during the first half of the year, the division’s

* The daisy cucter was a conventional bomb, in this case a 2,000~
pound bomb, with a pipe extension on its nose that caused it to deto-
nate just above the ground, thereby clearing a large area. Major Gary
E. Todd, the Company I commander, recalled that “while the experi-
ment of using daisy cutters to help with initial tree-clearing seemed
like a good idea during the planning stage, experience quickly showed
otherwise.” He declared that “instead of usable clearings, the first
troops in were faced with jumbles of fallen and partially fallen tree
trunks intertwined into veritable logjams.” Maj Gary E. Todd, Com-
ments on draft, dtd 19Nov94 (Vietnam Comment File).
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three infantry regiments again were moving south
through the DMZ and into the mountains north and
west of the Rockpile, toward prepositioned caches of
equipment and supplies.4

Colonel Michael’s 3d Marines was the first to estab-
lish contact with the forward elements of the enemy
division. On 4 August, while conducting a two-com-
pany sweep on the southern slope of Dong Ha Moun-
tain, Lieutenant Colonel Davis’ battalion uncovered a
20-bunker complex just north of the Cam Lo River.
The following day, Davis’ battalion was joined in the
area by three companies of Lieutenant Colonel Bates’
3d Battalion which assaulted into landing zones near
Cam Hung, five kilometers further north. During the
next seven days, elements of both battalions discovered
and destroyed more than 400 newly constructed
bunkers and captured large quantities of enemy equip-
ment and munitions.

On 12 August, a North Vietnamese sergeant
belonging to the 7¢h Battalion, 64th Regiment, 320th
Division rallied to the 1st Battalion, 1st Marines at Con
Thien. He informed the Marines that his regiment had
crossed the DMZ in the vicinity of Bay Nha, seven
kilometers west of Con Thien, and would move south
along Mutter Ridge to Co Dinh within three days.
From there, the enemy planned to move southeast
toward Cam Lo and Route 9.4 With the confirmation
of the sergeant’s information by aerial and ground
intelligence, elements of Colonel Michael’s regiment
deployed rapidly to block the enemy.

On the 13th, Companies B, C, and D, 3d Marines
assaulted into Landing Zones Amy and Mack at the
western end of Mutter Ridge. Finding little activity in
the area, the three companies, on the morning of the
15th, moved by helicopter to Landing Zone Dick, six
kilometers further east. Lieutenant Colonel Davis’ 2d
Battalion simultaneously began deploying north,
while Lieutenant Colonel Bates’ 3d Battalion moved
into blocking positions centered on the Dong Kio
Mountain complex. As Davis’ Marines moved north of
the Cam Lo River, sporadic sniper and occasional auto-
matic weapons fire soon turned into a full-scale
engagement. The Marine companies had run headlong
into two companies from the 64th's 8th Battalion
entrenched on Kho Xa, one-half kilometer north of the
river. The Marines reported 43 of the enemy killed
during this initial engagement.

On 16 August, in a further effort to cordon ele-
ments of the enemy regiment, the 1st Battalion, 3d
Marines, under the command of Lieutenant Colonel
Richard B. Twohey, who had replaced Lieutenant
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Colonel Jarman, moved by helicopter to Hill 162,
northwest of the supposed enemy position. With
Twohey's Marines blocking enemy movement to the
north, Bates’ battalion occupying positions to the
northwest, and Davis’ troops pushing from the south,
the forward elements of the enemy regiment could
only turn east or west. If they did so, batteries of the
12th Marines located at Thon Son Lam, Camp Carroll,
and C-2 could seal off the enemy’s movement in
either direction.

Learning that the assault by Twohey’s battalion had
split the 64th Regiment, General Davis decided to com-
mit the 9th Marines in an effort to halt any attempt by
the regiment to reinforce its forward elements. Early on
the morning of the 17th, Lieutenant Colonel LaMon-
tagne’s 3d Battalion helo-assaulted into Landing Zone
Sparrow, nine kilometers southwest of Con Thien and
the site of the battalion’s 17 July engagement.* Lieu-
tenant Colonel Colleton’s 1st Battalion landed at LZ
Saturn, three kilometers west of C—2, later that morn-
ing, and with elements of Company A, 3d Tank Bat-
talion in direct support, moved west. But as Colleton’s
Marines left the open, rolling terrain and entered the
canopy, where the tanks found 1t impossible to maneu-
ver, the tank company returned to C-2.

With Colleton’s battalion moving west toward
the 3d Battalion, LaMontagne’s Marines began a
series of intense and aggressive company-size patrols
throughout its assigned area of search. While on
patrol near Sparrow on the morning of the 19th,
Captain Richard A. O'Neil’s Company M surprised
and engaged a squad of North Vietnamese soldiers
with small arms fire as well as arcillery and airstrikes.
As the enemy reinforced, swelling his ranks to two
companies, LaMontagne ordered Captain Jack D.
Schaeffer’s Company K to join O'Neil’s Marines.
During Schaeffer’s reinforcement of O'Neil, enemy
ground fire hit and destroyed a Marine F—4 Phantom
flying in support of the two companies. Both pilots
ejected and were later rescued. A sweep of the battle
area resulted in a reported 38 enemy bodies and mis-
cellaneous weapons and equipment. The Marines
also captured two enemy soldiers from the 7th Bat-
talion, G4th Regiment.

Two days later, on the 21st, Captain Gary E. Todd’s
Company I, while on patrol one kilometer west of
Company M’s contact on the 19th, encountered an
enemy unit of undetermined size. Using artillery and
airstrikes to the maximum extent possible, Todd’s

*See Chapter 18.
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Marines forced the enemy to break contact leaving 14
dead behind. During a sweep of the area, the Marines
of Company I discovered a large enemy complex con-
taining 60 well-constructed bunkers, a mess area, and
laundry hanging out to dry. On 23 August, helicopters
returned Company I and the remainder of the battal-
ion to Vandegrift Combat Base.

While Company I was engaged west of Lang Dong
Bao Thoung on 19 August, Lieutenant Colonel Col-
leton’s battalion assaulted into three landing zones, two
kilometers furcher west, leap-frogging over LaMon-
tagne’s Marines. Moving toward the high ground,
within one kilometer of the DMZ’s southern boundary,
a patrol from First Lieutenant Stephen E. Stacy’s Com-
pany B encountered an enemy company armed with
small arms, automatic weapons, and 60mm mortars.
Within minutes an aerial observer arrived on station
and called in air and artillery strikes. But as darkness
fell, the patrol was unable to break contact and return
to the company’s main position, 600 meters away.
Early the following morning, a misdirected fixed-wing
airstrike resulted in the wounding of 10 other Marines,
part of a relief force attempting to make its way to the
patrol’s position. The first patrol eventually rejoined
the company, but was forced to leave its dead on the
battlefield. Lieutenant Stacy’s company, on the 24th,
recovered the bodies of seven Marines and one Marine
earlier reported as missing. The following day, Lieu-
tenant Colonel Colleton’s battalion rejoined the regi-
ment at Vandegrift Combar Base 48*

Although the 9th Marines reported 72 enemy sol-
diers killed in eight days, Colonel Barrow believed that
the 64¢th NVA Regiment lost many more. “I believe very
much,” he later stated, “that we killed a great many
more because we had an unusual operation in which
the 1st Battalion, 9th was on a narrow ridgeline and
brought under heavy attack from within the DMZ and
we responded with massive air, artillery, and mortar
fire on forces that were observed by the AOs as being
massed and large in number, and we brought greac
devastation on the area, on these forces.” Although
unable to enter the DMZ and confirm enemy casual-
ties, Barrow believed, “that our activities in that area

**Colonel Thomas H. Galbraith, who commanded the 1st Bactal-
ion, 4th Marines at the time, commented “What happened to Stacy’s
patrol was the kind of thing we constantly worried about. Simply get-
ting food, water, and ammo to small units that were operating any dis-
tance from an LZ was difficult, and getting help to them in a timely
manner when they were in trouble was sometimes almost impossible.
Supporting arms and air were the best you could hope for, and, of course,
if the weather was bad, you couldn't count on air.” Galbraith Comments.
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Department of Defense (USMC) Photo A191909

Marines from the 2d Battalion, 3d Marines examine a LZ on Mutter Ridge as a Marine UH-1E

belicopter sits nearby.

dealt that regiment a pretty severe blow, far beyond the
confirmed body count.”®

While Colonel Barrow’s 1st and 3d Battalions were
heavily engaged to the north, Colonel Michaels 1st
Battalion, 3d Marines, under Lieutenant Colonel
Twohey, continued to sweep south down Mutter
Ridge, finding numerous platoon- and company- sized
bunker complexes. Each find led to a more sophisticat-
ed one further south. The most significant finds were
an enemy supply battalion’s storage area and what
appeared to be a regimental command post. The sup-
ply cache included more than 1,000 82mm mortar
rounds and close to 15,000 AK-47 rounds. In the reg-
imental complex, the Marines found numerous ammu-
nition storage bunkers, messhalls, kitchens, several
60mm and 82mm mortar positions, and an extensive
Chinese-built field phone communications system.

On 19 August, Lieutenant Colonel Twohey's battal-
ion continued southwest along Mutter Ridge while
Lieutenant Colonel Davis’ 2d Battalion swept west
through Helicopter Valley, between Dong Ha Moun-
tain and Mucter Ridge. At the same time, Lieutenant
Colonel Bates’ 3d Battalion moved four kilometers
northwest of the Rockpile to the Razorback, a large

sharp ridgeline paralleling the Cam Lo River. With
two companies conducting company-sized patrol oper-
ations on either side of the river, Bates’ Marines
engaged numerous small enemy groups in short, but
sharp encounters, and frequently came under heavy
artillery and mortar fire. With the 3d Battalion, 3d
Marines in place, blocking the western end of both
Mutter Ridge and Helicopter Valley, Marine heli-
copters lifted the 1st and 2d Battalions, once they had
completed their searches, to Thon Son Lam and Camp
Carroll for refurbishment.

During the last week of August, the enemy was
once more on the move. He not only increased his
artillery and rocket attacks against Thon Son Lam and
Camp Carroll, but the large number of contacts and
sightings indicated he had entered the upper Cam Lo
Valley, north of Thon Son Lam and northwest of Dong
Ha Mountain.s® Wich this information in hand, Gen-
eral Davis decided to insert the 1st and 2d Battalions,
9th Marines west of the 3d Battalion, 3d Marines posi-
tions, into a rugged, jungle-covered, mountainous
region never before entered by Marines in force.

Prior to the insertion of the two battalions, Marine
aircraft dropped a large quantity of heavy ordnance to
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create landing zones on the ridgelines. The idea was to
facilitate entry on the high ground instead of the low,
but it did not succeed.s' On the morning of 27 August,
Lieutenant Colonel Knight's 2d Batralion lifted into
three dispersed landing zones along the Suoi Tien Hien
Valley floor, six kilometers west of the Rockpile, and
immediately encountered stiff resistance. The flight of
helicopters carrying Captain Joel D. Ward’s Company
E, as it approached the proposed landing zone near the
river, received a heavy volume of ground fire. Enemy
gunners shot down one CH—46 in the zone and dam-
aged two others but there were no Marine casualties.
While employing Marine UH-1E gunships in an
attempt to suppress enemy fire in the zone, however,
Ward’s Marines were hit with a pod of rockets, result-
ing in two killed and two wounded.

Unlike elements of Knight'’s barralion, the insertion
of Lieutenant Colonel Colleton’s bartalion into the
broad Khe Giang Thoan Valley, southwest of the
Rockpile, was unopposed. Once in the area of opera-
tions, the two battalions immediately moved up the
ridges and secured positions on the high ground. The

Marines established Fire Support Base Sandy atop the
needle-point pinnacle, Dong Khe Soc, seven kilome-
ters west of the Rockpile, to support the two battal-
ions. Sandy, because of its size, could only accommo-
date one battery of 105mm howitzers, but it was the
first of many that would be constructed throughout
the area 52

As September began, Lieutenant Colonel Bates' 3d
Battalion, 3d Marines found itself heavily engaged
with elements of the enemy’s 524 NVA Regiment,
attempting a reinforcing thrust norch and northwest of
the Razorback. On the 3d, the enemy shelled Captain
William B. Gray’s Company L with 172 rounds of
60mm and 82mm mortars and 25 rounds of 130mm
artillery. Immediacely following the enemy artillery
preparation, two companies of NVA troops assaulted
the Marine company’s position. But, before the enemy
had an opportunity to open fire, Ward’s Marines pelt-
ed the enemy force with more than 300 hand grenades.
A search of the area revealed a reported 11 enemy bod-

ies and 19 weapons, three of which were machine guns
that had been fired.
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Companies B and C, 3d Marines reentered the area
of operations on 3 September, and the following day
began search and destroy operations west and then
south along the slopes of Mutter Ridge. Four days
later, after the torrential rains of Typhoon Bess had
eased, the remaining two companies of the 1st Battal-
ion were helilifted onto the ridge to assist, while Com-
panies E and F of the 2d Battalion secured and estab-
lished blocking positions on the high ground to the
west. As Lieutenant Colonel Twohey’s 1st Battalion
Marines moved southwest, they increasingly came into
contact with the forward elements of the 48th NVA
Regiment which were endeavoring to reinforce the scat-
tered remnants of the 524. Late, on the 7th, First Lieu-
tenant Richard A. Andrews’ Company A encountered
an enemy squad in bunkers on the southern slope of
Hill 461. The company immediately formed a defen-
sive position, but the enemy unit continually probed
its lines throughout the night. A check of the area at
first light revealed an assortment of miscellaneous
equipment and arms, but no enemy bodies. Andrews’
Marines lost three killed and an equal number of
wounded during the engagement. The most signifi-
cant contact began on the 8th as Company A and the
rest of the battalion continued to move up Hill 461.
An estimated two companies from the 48th Regiment,
from well-camouflaged bunkers, tenaciously defended
themselves using 60mm and 82mm mortar and
130mm artillery supporting fires. As Twohey’s
Marines pressed on, the enemy counterattacked twice,
first on the 10th and then on the 11th, when they
attempted to employ a double envelopment of Com-
pany B. During the three-day battle, the enemy regi-
ment lost an estimated 50 killed and numerous
weapons captured.

While Twohey'’s battalion moved slowly through
the triple canopy toward the northwest, Lieutenant
Colonel Knight's 2d Battalion, 9th Marines turned its
attention to two large hill masses southwest of the
Rockpile, Nui Tia Pong and Nui Ba Lao.

The battalion’s search of the Suoi Tien Hien Valley
had not proved fruitful. There were no trails nor evi-
dence of the enemy which had fired on the battalion
from the high ground to the northeast of the valley in
late August. Knight decided to split the battalion. He
placed Bravo Command Group and Companies E and
H on the Nui Ba Lao ridgeline and directed them to
attack east. Alpha Command Group and Companies F
and G were lifted out of the valley, inserted into land-
ing zones on eastern slopes of Nui Tia Pong, and
ordered to attack west up the mountain.
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Both elements made contact shortly after entering
their new landing zones, the most significant occur-
ring on Nui Tia Pong. As the two rifle companies,
alternating in the attack, slowly moved up the narrow
ridge, punctuated with peaks and saddles, from the
200-meter level to the first prominent high ground at
800 meters, they encountered a small but deter-
mined, well-dug in enemy force. “It was difficult
fighting,” recalled Colonel Barrow, “there was no
opportunity for maneuver because you could not
attempt any sort of enveloping movement because
the terrain was so precipitous. So it was a masterful
use of firepower and moving straight ahead against
the resistance.”ss While suffering few casualties of
their own, the companies inflicted a damaging blow
upon the defending enemy force.

Once atop Nui Tia Pong, the heavy rains associated
with Typhoon Bess struck, cutting off resupply to the
two companies for several days. According to Barrow:

We had units down to zero availability rations; they
tightened their belts. They conserved their rations and
had no problem with water, of course. It was an experi-
ence in learning how to endute the monsoon-type
weather in this very inhospitable terrain, and they did it
well.54

As soon as the heavy rains ended, Companies F and
G moved down off the ridge, searching the fingers and
finding numerous small ordnance and ration caches.
On 8 September, in an effort to increase troop density,
Marine helicopters brought in Company C, 9th
Marines. The pattern of search during the next several
days had one company ahead, moving up the ridgeline
to the west, pushing the enemy back, while the
remaining two companies searched the fingers off the
ridgeline and, when required, alternated with the lead
company. This pattern of company search would con-
tinue as the regiment moved further north.

On 9 September, as the 1st Battalion, 9th Marines
prepared to leave the Khe Giang Thoan Valley and
return to Vandegrift Combat Base, Lieutenant Colonel
LaMontagne’s 3d Battalion assaulted into Landing
Zone Winchester on Dong Tien, six kilometers north
of Nui Tia Pong, and immediately developed contact
to its east and west. LaMontagne’s battalion easily dealt
with the enemy forces on its eastern flank, killing more
than an estimated 20 N'VA, and then threw its weight
toward the western flank. As the battalion moved fur-
ther west, it encountered successive delaying actions by
well-dug-in enemy platoons and companies, employ-
ing command detonated mines, mortars, and automat-
ic weapons, the same tactics experienced by the 2d Bat-
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Both photos are from the Abel Collection
Top, a covey of Boeing Vertol CH—46s carrying elements of the 4th Marines into a landing zone just
south of the DMZ is viewed through the door of one of the helicopters. The outline of the helicopter’s
machine gun can be seen at the opening. In the bottom photo, Marines in the same operation, now on
the ground, wade through a stream whose water comes up to their waists.
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talion on Nui Tia Pong. Colonel Barrow later reflected,
“our tactics were to employ massive firepower, air,
artillery, and mortars, and 106s, and when the area was
virtually devastated, move in.” He observed, “always
there seemed to be enough left for the infantry to have
to do a lictle of its own fighting, but most of it result-
ed in counting confirmed dead.”ss In its drive west, the
battalion reported killing more than 200 enemy sol-
diers and uncovered large caches of mortar rounds, Chi-
nese Communist hand grenades, anti-personnel mines,
and long-range rockets.

As the 2d and 3d Battalions, 9th Marines pushed
westward, the 3d Marines continued in heavy contact
north of the Razorback. Lieutenant Colonel Bates’ 3d
Bartalion, with three companies on line, swept
through the low ground, northwest of Mutter Ridge,
against dug-in enemy troops who resisted with heavy
60mm, 82mm, and artillery fire. Although Bate’s
Marines reported killing more than 17 enemy, they
suffered in turn 8 dead and 87 wounded, most as a
result of the enemy’s indirect fire.

Working in conjunction with Bates’ Marines were
the other two battalions of the 3d Marines on Mutter
Ridge. While enemy contact was light, both battalions
discovered and then destroyed numerous enemy
bunkers complexes, fighting positions, and ammuni-
tion storage areas.

Replacing Bates’ 3d Battalion on 13 September,
Lieutenant Colonel William E. Sparks’ BLT 2/26 land-
ed at LZ Margo, two kilometers north of Landing Zone
Winchester. Three days later, as the battalion’s four
companies pushed east and then north from the land-
ing zone, a hill overlooking the deep, prominent bend
in the Cam Lo River, the command post on Margo
underwent a 158-round 82mm mortar barrage at
1520. Despite returning fire initially with machine
gun and small arms and then with 81mm mortar and
artillery fire in an effort to silence the enemy mortars,
the command group suffered 21 killed and 135
wounded. The command post took another 64 rounds
two hours later, resulting in 1 killed and 11 wounded.
The following day, the command group was again
bombarded with 117 mortar rounds and lost another 1
dead and 16 wounded.

The enemy’s continued use of delaying tactics such
as that employed against the command post of BLT
2/26 and the oftentimes tenacious defense of caches
throughout the rest of the area of operations, indicated
that the remnants of the three regiments of the 320t
NVA Division were endeavoring to gain time in order
to make their escape north of the DMZ. “It was appar-
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ent,” General Davis later wrote, “that the situation was
ripe for the lift of two battalions into the DMZ to trap
as many of these scattered units as possible.”ss Colonel
Barrow noted the idea was “to move south against the
enemy that was believed to be between the Ben Hai
and Cam Lo.”s?

On 16 September, the regimental command post of
the 9th Marines displaced from Vandegrift to Landing
Zone, now Fire Support Base, Winchester. From Win-
chester, Colonel Barrow would direct the northward
deployment of additional Marine battalions and over-
see the destruction of the enemy division. With the
movement of the regimental command post forward,
the regiment assumed operational control of BLT 2/26
and the 1st Bartalion, 4th Marines.

The next morning following nine B—52 Arclight
strikes on the DMZ north of the operational area,
Lieutenant Colonel Colleton’s 1st Battalion, 9th
Marines and Lieutenant Colonel Galbraith’s 1st Bat-
talion, 4th Marines were inserted into the DMZ,
within a kilometer of the Ben Hai River. “The mis-
sion which we assigned 1/9 and 1/4,” Colonel Bar-
row recalled, “was to attack on multi-axes to the
south in a most deliberate, methodical manner,
searching out ridgelines, draws, looking both for the
enemy and for any caches which he might have in the
area. It was by no means a matter of land and move
rapidly to the south. It was to be a deliberate
search.”s®¢ Meanwhile, Barrow directed Lieutenant
Colonel Sparks’ BLT 2/26 to attack rapidly to the
north on two axes, one generally in the direction of
the 1st Battalion, 9th Marines and the other toward
the 1st Battalion, 4th Marines.*

Pushing south toward the high ground, the two
battalions captured a number of prisoners who con-
firmed that their units were moving north, attempting
to cross the Ben Hai and escape into North Vietnam.
They also indicated that they were plagued by severe
food shortages, low morale, and had been seriously hurt
by Arclight strikes. In addition to prisoners, both Col-
leton’s and Galbraith’s Marines, when not engaging
small groups of enemy troops moving north, found a
number of mass graves, containing rthe bodies of more

*At 1330 on 17 September, a Marine UH-1E bound for Win-
chester from Vandegrift, hit a tree and crashed 200 meters south of che
fite support base. Among the passengers on board the aircraft were
Brigadier General William C. Chip, who had replaced Brigadier Gen-
eral Carl W. Hoffman as Commanding General, Task Force Hotel on
22 August, and Lieutenant Colonel Frederic S. Knight, Commanding
Officer, 2d Battalion, 9th Marines. Although injured, both men sur-
vived the crash.
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than 150 enemy soldiers, and large stores of arms,
ammunition, and food.

The 2d Battalion, 3d Marines, which was operating
in an area generally east of Sparks’ battalion and south
of Galbraith’s battalion, was placed under the control
of Colonel Barrow’s tegiment on 19 September. For the
next several days, the 9th Marines controlled six bat-
talions, two thirds of the division’s infancry bartalions.
These six bactalions were attacking in all directions and
Colonel Barrow noted:

The 2d Battalion, 9th Marines . . . {was] still attack-
ing generally to the west with part of . . . [its] forces and
generally to the east with another; the 3d Battalion, 9th
was attacking to the west; the 1st Battalion, 9th and 1st
Batralion, 4th were attacking to the south; the 2d Bat-
talion, 26th was attacking to the north; and the 2d Bat-
talion, 3d Marines was generally conducting heavy
patrol activities in all ditections. So the pattern of activ-
ity was one that would frustrate the Marine Corps
School’s problem directors I am sure, but the tactical
situation dictated this type of maneuver.

According to Barrow, “this was all done from a very
austere regimental command post in the field.” He
continued: “It is a greac credit to my staff chat they per-
formed all of the fire control effort and the rest of the
activities related to fire and maneuver in the most
exemplary fashion.”s

There were indications by 23 September that the
north-south push was having an eftect on the scattered
elements of the three enemy regiments. Instead of
moving north and being trapped, the enemy forces
began to reorient their attempts at escape to the east
and west. Responding to this apparent shift, Colleton’s
battalion was directed to drive west while Galbraich’s
Marines pushed east.

Lieutenanct Colonel Twohey’s 1st Battalion, 3d
Marines would continue its attack east along Mutcer
Ridge as Lieutenant Colonel Sparks’ battalion landing
team and Lieutenant Colonel Bryon T. Chen’s 2d Bat-
talion, 3d Marines attacked north.* This maneuver,
coupled with an attack on 26 September by chree com-
panies of the Army’s 1st Batealion, 11th Infantry and
two battalions of the 2d ARVN Regiment west from
C-2, was designed to cut the enemy’s escape routes and
destroy what remained of the three regiments.

While Colleton’s Marines continued to search the
400-meter high ridgeline generally paralleling the
southern boundary of the DMZ, sweep operations west

*Lieutenant Colonel Chen replaced Lieutenant Colonel Jack W.
Davis on 20 September as Commanding Officer, 2d Battalion, 3d
Marines.
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of the Rockpile came to an end. On 29 September, the
2d Bartalion, 9th Marines, now commanded by Major
Frederick E. Sisley, was helilifted to Vandegrift Com-
bat Base, followed on 1 October, by the regimental
command group and Lieutenant Colonel LaMontagne’s
3d Battalion, 9th Marines. With the departure of the
9th Marines from Winchester, operational control of
Sparks’ BLT 2/26 was passed to the 3d Marines.

The division expanded its search operations within
the DMZ as the new month began. On 1 October, BLT
2/26 replaced the 1st Bactalion, 4th Marines in the
DMZ and was tasked with destroying a recentcly buile
road, an extension of North Vietnam Route 1022
southward into the DMZ. Discovered by Galbraith’s
Marines,” with the assistance of an aerial observer, in
late September, the road complex generally followed the
Ben Hai River before turning south, two kilometers
west of Dong Ong Cay, and ending 2,000 meters north
of the DMZ southern boundary. North of the river, the
road was well-developed, open and easily located from
the air as well as from prominent terrain features in the
southern DMZ. Once it crossed the river, it was well-
camouflaged and difficule to spot because of overhead
cover. Builc entirely by hand labor, the road was hacked
out of the jungle, lined with timber, and ringed with
base camps and fighting positions.

Sparks’ battalion, with two companies in che attack
and one in reserve, moved slowly north along the road,
destroying all enemy structures as they searched for ele-
ments of the 524 Regiment and its suspected command
and control complex. Continually bombarded by
artillery and mortars, the bactalion’s Marines fought
small groups of determined and well-trained enemy
soldiers in well-concealed and heavily bunkered
reverse-slope defensive positions. Once friendly sup-
porting arms were brought to bear, the enemy would
withdraw, only to take up a defensive posture in yet
another prepared position.

** Colonel Thomas H. Galbraith, then the commander of the 1st
Battalion, 4th Marines, later remembered that his battalion discovered
the road on about the third or fourth night after they had entered the
DMZ and started to move south: “I heard motors off in the distance.
Seems that I heard them for two or three nights and couldn’t figure out
who had trucks operating in these hills.” His recollection was that he
“reported hearing them to Colonel Barrow . . . and in the next day or
50 a helicopter came to pick me up to see if I could point out where the
sounds had come from.” Galbraith wrote: “I recall having been very
disappointed in not being able to see anything at all—I felt like the
boy who had cried ‘wolf’—but as it turned out, the road was indeed
there, superbly hidden by canopy and camouflage, and what I had
heard was the motors of the trucks and/or heavy equipment that were
being used to build it.” Galbraith Comments.
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On 4 October, Company H found a 152mm
artillery posttion, ringed with machine gun and mor-
tar emplacements, and 12 rounds of 152mm ammuni-
tion, 1,600 meters south of the Ben Hai. To the north-
east, Marines discovered two 85 mm howitzer positions
with accompanying antiaircraft guns. Several hundred
meters from the howitzer positions, they found a par-
tially burned Soviet, six-cylinder diesel, full-tracked
prime mover, capable of towing a 152mm artillery
gun, which appeared to have been hit by a 105mm
howitzer round. It was suspected that the 152mm
guns were removed from the area shortly after the
insertion of the battalion. Not only were there signs
indicating the use of tracked vehicles, but one night
Sparks’ Marines reported hearing heavy engine noises
to the north.

The most significant enemy contact occurted on 8
October as First Lieutenant Tyrus E Rudd’s Company
H approached Dong Ong Cay from the south. Despite
a tenacious fight the defenders lost a reported 17 dead,
while Rudd’s Company suffered 2 killed and 11
wounded. During the engagement the Marines
observed numerous bodies being dragged away, 11 of
which were found the following morning. In a search
of the hill, the Marines found another vehicle, a 12-
cylinder diesel Soviet medium tracked artillery tractor
with a rear winch.

BLT 2/26 continued to search the road until 16
October when it returned to the Cua Viet area by
helicopter. There it participated in two short opera-
tions, the cordon of Xuan Khanh Resettlement Vil-
lage and a sweep north from Oceanview to the DMZ.
With the departure of Lieutenant Colonel Sparks’
battalion, Lieutenant Colonel Twohey’s 1st Battalion,
3d Marines, which had moved into the DMZ on the
8th and was sweeping to the east and west of the BLT,
assumed the mission of searching the road and
destroying enemy installations in the area.

Twohey’s Marines discovered more than 488
rounds of 152mm artillery ammunition, truck parks,
and support camps as they moved north. By 17 Octo-
ber they had reached the Ben Hai, one kilometer
north of Dong Ong Cay, where they found a shallow
fording site built of rock and three cable bridges over
the river. The rock, or “underwater bridge” was ren-
dered unserviceable by several 8-inch howitzer mis-
sions and the cable bridges were destroyed by fixed-
wing and artillery strikes. Using 422 of the captured
152mm artillery rounds, 3,000 pounds of C—4, and
cratering charges placed in and along the road,
Twohey’s battalion, working together with a detach-
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ment of engineers, destroyed major portions of the
road. They also blasted holes in the canopy to make
the road more visible from the air. The 1st Bactalion,
3d Marines was helilifted from the DMZ on 22 Octo-
ber to provide security for installations along Route
9. Although both Sparks’ and Twohey's Marines con-
tinually heard tracked vehicles moving north and
responded with a massive artillery and air assault, the
320th NVA Division was able to remove its heavy
artillery from the area.

As October began, 8,000 meters to the west, Lieu-
tenant Colonel Colleton’s 1st Battalion, 9th Marines
continued to sweep westward in the DMZ. The search,
however proved fruitless and on the 7th the battalion
withdrew. The same day, Lieutenant Colonel Chen’s 2d
Battalion, 3d Marines was inserted into the DMZ,
8,000 meters further west. Unlike September, when
enemy contact was heavy, Chen’s Marines engaged few
enemy troops, mostly logistical support personnel who
seemed startled that Marines had invaded what they
considered their rear area. Although numerous caches,
supply trails, and rest centers were discovered, the
greatest enemy soon became the weather. The rain,
constant and torrential, not only caused difficulties in
movement and resupply, but numerous cases of
immersion foot. After 17 days in the DMZ, the battal-
ion was helilifted to Camp Carroll and from there by
foot moved to the Mai Loc area for operations with
Regional and Popular Forces. By 26 October all
Marine units had left the DMZ and the allies termi-
nated the series of operations against the three regi-
ments of the 320th NVA Division.

Thwarted in two attempts at victory in the low-
lands during April and May, the enemy division, in
August, chose another route which, as Colonel Barrow
stated, led to a third defeat:

He had to choose some other way to attempt to do
his dirty work of interdicting our roads and attacking
civilian settlements. And so he chose this inhospitable
area, northwest of the Rockpile, and if one will look at
a map you can see that to him that it was a wise choice
because, one, it was an area that made his targets quite
accessible. He was only six, eight, or ten clicks away
from the Rockpile. It was an area that was so rugged
that he could assume thart it was inaccessible to us, that
we would not have the means to enter it unless we chose
to do it overland and we would pay a heavy price if we
did. The fact that we moved in and forced our way, if
you will, onto the ridgelines on an equal footing with
him and showed great determination in seeking out his
supplies which were so carefully concealed, upset his
plans. He had prepared this area as his battlefield . . .
We couldn’t have hit him at a betcer time. We hit him
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when his forces had not yer gotten to their battlefield
and we dealt his forces a blow.60

During three months of fighting, the Marine com-
mand estimated that the 320th NVA Division lost more
than 1,500 killed as well as large numbers of individ-
ual and crew-served weapons. The Marines, in addi-
tion, destroyed hundreds of prepared positions and
huge stockpiles of munitions. In contrast to the heavy
losses of the enemy, Marine casualties were less that
200, many from indirect artillery and mortar fire.

When the 9th Marines left the battle with the
320th Drvision, they turned their efforts toward the
expanding pacification program. At 1000 on the
morning of 1 October, as the regimental headquarters
prepared to depart Fire Support Base Winchester, it
received an order from Task Force Hotel to place a
three battalion cordon that night around the Beng
Son-Doc Kinh or Mai Loc village complex, a known
Viet Cong haven in the Cua Valley. Throughout the
day, Army helicopters made a visual reconnaissance of
the area, battalions briefed down to the squad level,
and the regiment carried out coordination with South
Vietnamese officials and the U.S. Army district advisor.
At dusk the 2d Battalion, 9th Marines and 3d Battal-
ion, 4th Marines arrived by truck ac Camp Carroll, and
shortly after dark, the two battalions began their over-
land movement. Lieutenant Colonel Bourne’s 3d Bat-
talion travelled in a easterly direction, while Major Sis-
ley’s 2d Battalion headed south and then turned east.
According to Colonel Barrow:

Their movements were sort of like the pincers of a
crab, moving out into the night, getting around the vil-
lage and the open side of the cordon was then to be
filled in by the 3d Battalion, 9th, landing at night into
two landing zones, one up near where the 3d Battalion,
4th would have the head of its column and one not too
far from where the 2d Battalion, 9th would have the
head of its column.6!

Lieutenant Colonel LaMontagne’s 3d Battalion,
9th Marines lifted out of Vandegrift and touched
down in the area two hours before midnight. Within
30 minutes his lead elements made contact with
Bourne’s and Sisley’s Marines, closing the cordon.
Early the following morning, Colonel Barrow made a
helicopter reconnaissance of the area: “It was a véry
dramatic sight to see the next morning an entire
infantry regiment wrapped around this large village
complex with a Marine every 5 to 10 meters in phys-
ical contact all the way around the cordon.”s2 During
the next several days, the regiment tightened the cor-
don and completely searched the village complex.
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Department of Defense (USMC) Photo A801136
IstLt James Luker, Jr., a member of the fire support group
with the 2d Battalion, 4th Marines, pauses for a moment
near LZ Cates in Operation Scotland to fill a canteen with
water. He apparently has the water duty as three more can-
teens ave on the rocks waiting to be filled as well.

While detaining only 40 individuals, who were later
identified as prominent members of the local Viet
Cong infrastructure, Barrow considered the cordon a
success. “We were particularly proud of it,” he stated,
“because it showed the versatility of this regiment and
our capability to respond rapidly, having come out of
a month-long mountain jungle operation and that
very same night of the same day we came out we con-
ducted a very successful cordon operation, which was,
of course, entirely different and involved operating
with other forces and involved working in an area that
was heavily populated.”s

While the 3d Marines, and later 9th Marines, were
pursuing the regiments of the 320th NVA Division,
Colonel Edward J. Miller’s 4th Marines continued to
conduct mobile defensive operations within the Scot-
land area of operations. Lieutenant Colonel Thomas H.
Galbraith’s 1st Battalion, 4th Marines conducted
extensive company patrols, searching for enemy troops,
caches, and constructing landing zones for future heli-
borne assaults throughout August and into September.
On 7 August, the battalion command group and three
companies were helilifted to Hills 679 and 505 in the
Huong Vinh region, approximately 10 kilometers west
of Vandegrift. The Marines cut landing zones and con-
ducted numerous patrols throughout the area without
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results. On the 23d, in an effort to assist the 3d Bartal-
ion, Galbraith’s Marines assaulted into the Huong
Phuc region, south of Route 9, approximately 17 kilo-
meters southwest of Vandegrift. Once again the troops,
except for two short encounters with small groups of
enemy soldiers as they attacked to the northwest,
found little of interest. The Dong Ca Lu mountain
complex west of Vandegrift, a favorite harboring site
for the North Vietnamese, became the battalion’s chief
interest during the last days of August and first two
weeks of September. Although Galbraich's Marines
sighted several large groups of enemy in the area and
responded with mortar, artillery, and airstrikes, no sig-
nificant engagements took place.

Between these series of short operations, the battal-
ion maintained responsibility for the defense of Vande-
grift Combat Base and Ca Lu. Assigned the mission of
planning a new perimeter defense, Galbraith’s Marines,
in coordination with the 11th Engineers, cleared fields
of fire, laid defensive wire, and assisted with the place-
ment of tanks, Ontos, M42 “Dusters”, and searchlights
at strategic points along the perimeter. On 17 Septem-
ber, the battalion was placed under the operational con-
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trol of the 9th Marines and assaulted into the DMZ.

Further west, Lieutenant Colonel Louis A. Rann’s
2d Bartalion, 4th Marines maintained a continuous
series of pacrols from Fire Support Base Cates. The 2d
Battalion also manned strategic hills overlooking the
abandoned base at Khe Sanh. Enemy contact was light
during August, consisting of small unit probes of all
battalion defensive positions. September brought long
periods of rain and overcast weather to the western
mountains, hindering the battalion’s long-range patrol
effort and resulting in numerous accidents and several
collapsed bunkers.

On 17 September, Rann’s Marines observed enemy
activity around the abandoned Khe Sanh Combat Base.
Several artillery missions were called in on a possible
enemy truck convoy, antiaircraft positions, and on the
former helicopter revetments, but without success.
Later, several patrols reported hearing and seeing an
unidentified aircraft near the base, but no positive
identification could be made due to heavy fog.

To the southeast of Rann’s battalion, the 3d Battal-
ion, 4th Marines, under Lieutenant Colonel Frank L.
Bourne, Jr., continued to defend Fire Support Base

FSB Shepherd, in this aerial view, overlooks Route 9 where two rivers, the Song Rao Quan and Da
Krong come together. Unfortunately neither the road nor the rivers can be made out in this picture.

Photo from the 12th Mars ComdC, Dec68
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Shepherd, overlooking Route 9 and the confluence of
the Song Rao Quan and Da Krong. Bourne maintained
one rifle company at the fire support base and
employed the three remaining companies, on a rotat-
ing basis, in a mobile defense. According to the plan,
the companies moved from patrol base to patrol base in
the field every two to three days. In addition to com-
pany patrols out of Shepherd, the battalion conducted
a two-company search operation in the Huong Phuc
region to the southwest near Hills 549 and 587. Soon
after entering the region on 21 August, Companies L
and M came under heavy and continuous rocket-pro-
pelled grenade, 75mm recoilless rifle, 60mm, and
82mm mortar fire. The companies maintained a tight
defensive position on Hill 549 for several days before
being relieved by elements of the 1st Battalion.

Despite extended periods of inclement weather dur-
ing September, Bourne’s battalion continued the pro-
gram of constantly patrolling its sector of the regimen-
tal area of operations. On 13 September, the battalion
was split with the Bravo command group and Compa-
nies I and L displacing to Vandegrift Combat Base.
The Alpha command group and Companies K and M
remained on Shepherd.

THE DEFINING YEAR

Although the two remaining companies contin-
ued to send out long-range patrols, the Marines
encountered only friendly Montagnards and no
enemy troops during the month. However, while on
patrol, north of Ra Co Ap, three kilometers west of
Shepherd, elements of Company M captured two
Vietnamese males, carrying a white flag. Initially
thought to be North Vietnamese soldiers, they later
revealed that they were ARVN officers who had
been captured at Hue during the Tet Offensive in
February. They reported that they had escaped from
an enemy prisoner of war camp, located near the
junction of Route 9 and Xe Pon, on the Laotian bor-
der, and said to have contained at least 30 American
prisoners. The enemy, they noted, were in the
process of taking them and others to a camp in
North Vietnam.

During August and early September chere were
indications that the 246th Independent NVA Regiment
had reentered South Vietnam and was moving east
toward Huong Hoa, south of the Khe Sanh Combat
Base. In addition, the elements of the 834 Engineer Reg-
iment were believed to be constructing a road from Laos
into the Vietnam Salient. The 15t Battalion, 66th NVA

BGen Frank E. Garretson, right, CG, TF Hotel, accompanies MajGen Ormond R. Simpson, cen-
ter, and MajGen Raymond G. Davis, left, CG 3d MarDiv. MajGen Simpson assumed command

of the 15t Marine Division on 21 December 1968.

Department of Defense (USMC) Photo A801184
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Department of Defense (USMC) A192247

Marines of the 15t Battalion, 4th Marines on side of hill prepare to fire LAAWS (light antiarmor
weapons) at enemy positions in the valley below. The Marine with the soft hat in the background
apparently is holding a M14, rather than the M16 rifle.

Regiment also had moved into an area just north of the
abandoned Marine Combat Base.*

Although Brigadier General Frank E. Garrerson,
who assumed command of Task Force Hotel at the end
of August, had hoped to begin operations in the area
during September, inclement weather forced a series of
postponements. But by early October, with the com-
pletion of four fire support bases and the movement of
Marine 155mm howitzers and 8-inch self-propelled
guns eight kilometers west along Route 9 to Fire Sup-
port Base Stormy, and a battery of Army 175mm guns
to Ca Lu, all was ready.

While the 9th Marines secured all fire support
bases east of Khe Sanh and patrolled the high ground
surrounding Vandegrift Combat Base, the 4th
Marines, now under the command of Colonel Martin
J. Sexton, began search and clear operations to the
west of Khe Sanh. On 5 October, Major John E.
O'Neill’s 2d Battalion, 4th Marines assaulted into
landing zones just south of Lang Ver (2) and Lieu-
tenant Colonel Bourne’s 3d Battalion was helilifted
into the area just north of Lang Vei (1). Seizing the
two objectives without enemy opposition, both bat-
talions began to sweep east astride Route 9. The fol-
lowing day, Lieutenant Colonel Galbraith’s 1st Batral-

ion assaulted into landing zones near Hill 503, three
kilometers southwest of Huong Hoa, on the southern
flank of the two attacking battalions. The bartalion’s
mission was to interdict enemy movement along the
north-south routes leading to and out of the Khe Sanh
area. Simultaneously, the 3d and 4th Battalions, 2d
ARVN Regiment were helilifted into landing zones
seven kilometers north of Bourne’s Marines and
moved toward Hills 881 North and 881 South.
Galbraith’s and O’'Neill’s battalions travelling east
toward the Da Krong Valley, uncovered numerous
munitions caches and grave sites while engaging sever-
al small, burt isolared groups of enemy soldiers. On 16
October, the 2d Battalion, now under the command of
Major William 1. Kent, returned to Vandegrift Com-
bat Base for a period of rehabilitation prior to a heli-
copter lift into the northwestern portion of the Scot-
land area of operations. Elements of Galbraith’s
battalion left the Khe Sanh area the same day and
deployed to various fire support bases throughout the
regimental area. Marines of the Lst Battalion spent the
remainder of October in a normal perimeter defensive
posture, manning patrols, listening and observation
ports, and killer teams. Composed of artillery and
81mm mortar forward observers, a forward air con-
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troller, an MG60 machine gun team, grenadier,
radioman, corpsman, team leader, and a sufficient
number of riflemen to accomplish the assigned mis-
sion, the killer teams, which ranged in size from 14 to
22 men, operated in remote areas for a three to five-day
period. Unlike long-range reconnaissance patrols, these
teams were encouraged to engage enemy forces
actempting to move within striking distance of regi-
mental fire support bases.

By 10 October, Lieutenant Colonel Bourne's
Marines had taken their final objectives: Hills 689,
552, and 471; and the villages of Khe Sanh and
Houng Hoa. The 3d Battalion and the two ARVN
Battalions then shifted the emphasis of their atcacks.
The 3d and 4th Barttalions, 2d ARVN Regiment
swept north off Hill 881 toward Lang Suat until the
19th when they returned to Dong Ha. At the same
time, Bourne’s battalion conducted extensive recon-
naissance and search operations in the Khe Xa Bai Val-
ley where it was believed that the enemy had stored
extensive caches of ammunition, food, and weapons.
After establishing Fire Support Base Gurkha, atop
Hill 632, on 12 October, 3d Battalion Marines moved
off the hill and into the surrounding river valley. Dur-
ing the last days of October, they were in the process
of slowly working their way toward the summit of
Dong Pa Thien, one of the highest pieces of terrain in
South Vietnam. Their search failed to uncover any evi-
dence of recent enemy activiry in the area. What they
did find were three to four-month old grave sites,
unserviceable bunkers, and four to six-month old
enemy equipment and weapons. What enemy that cthe
Marines sighted showed no inclination to contest the
battalion’s forward movement.

The 3d Battalion, 4th Marines, now under the com-
mand of Lieutenant Colonel James L. Fowler, was
joined during the last week of October by Major Kent's
2d Battalion which was helilifted onto Hill 665 and
established Fire Support Base Alpine before sweeping
north in an effort to seize a regimental objective near
Lang Ho. After Kent’s Marines reached the objective,
they conducted extensive patrols in the area, uncover-
ing small caches of new and used medical equipment
and supplies. On 30 October, Companies F and G
assaulted into landing zones west of Alpine and began
a sweep to the east, encountering no enemy resistance.

The 3d Battalion, 9th Marines, under the command
of Lieutenant Colonel Elliott R. Laine, Jr., who had
replaced Lieutenant Colonel LaMontagne on the 24th,
searched Dong Ca Lu and the hills west of Vandegrift
without success. Meanwhile, Major Sisley’s 2d Battal-
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ion moved into the northeast portion of the Vietnam
Salient on 26 October. Like Kent's Marines to the
north, laine’s battalion, operating 20 kilometers
southwest of Vandegrift near the Laotian border,
encountered only token resistance as it searched the 10-
meter-wide road running from Laos into South Viet-
nam. As Colonel Barrow reported: “We searched out
the road, interdicted it, destroyed it, conducted exten-
sive patrol operations, killed a few, {and} picked up
some gear.”ss

The 246th NVA Regiment had moved back into Laos
to regroup and refit. Combined with the defeat of the
48th and 524 Regiments, 320th NVA Division, the
norchwestern region of I Corps was now devoid of
major enemy units. This lack of sizeable enemy forces
allowed the highly mobile attacking elements of the
4th and 9th Marines to cover a wide expanse of terrain
in the far reaches of western and southern Quang Tri
Province in a series of heliborne maneuvers. The 3d
Marine Division would continue to refine these highly
mobile tactics during the last two months of 1968.

Coastal Quang Tri and Thua Thien: A Shift

The 1st Air Cavalry Division and the 3d ARVN
Regiment, as August began, continued to conduct
company and battalion-sized cordon and search and
clear operations in the populated coastal plains of
Quang Tri and Thua Thien Provinces. Their mission
was to ferret out the Viet Cong infrastructure, destroy
enemy main force units, and support the Revolution-
ary Development Program. Company and battalion
reconnaissance-in-force operations were conducted
simultaneously in enemy Base Areas 101 and 114 in
the mountains, aimed at destroying the enemy’s logis-
tics and command and control facilities.

There was moderate contact as elements of the
division’s three brigades searched the coastal lowlands
for the Viet Cong and his rice storage areas. Shortly
after midnight, in the early morning hours of 16
August, enemy forces launched a mortar and ground
attack against Landing Zone Nancy, nine kilometers
northwest of Camp Evans. The positions of Compa-
nies D and E, 2d Battalion, 12th Cavalry, at Nancy,
took more than 150 rounds of 82mm mortar, fol-
lowed by a ground attack by 20 enemy sappers who
broke through the perimeter, killing 18 soldiers and
wounding another 71. Four days later, a helicopter
from A Troop, 1st Squadron, 9th Cavalry came under
heavy automatic weapons fire while conducting a
“snatch” operation in an area seven kilometers north-
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east of Quang Tri City.* Three companies of the 1st
Battalion, 8th Cavalry and two troops of the 3d
Squadron, 5th Cavalry air assaulted into the area and
eventually placed a cordon around the suspected vil-
lages, trapping the 8085 VC Battalion. Fighting over
the next three days resulted in the capture of 14 pris-
oners, 58 weapons, and the reported deaths of 144
enemy soldiers.

During late August a gradual concentration of
Communist forces was noted in the eastern portion
of Base Area 101, a region known to be heavily for-
tified and believed to contain several battalion base
areas and storage facilities. The area also lay across a
major rice route and was an important link in the
transportation of rice from Hai Lang District to the
western mountains. On 11 September, Operation
Comanche Falls-Lam Son 261 began in the base area
in an effort to destroy enemy forces, caches and
bunker complexes prior to the arrival of the north-
east monsoon. Two battalions of the 5th and 8th
Cavalry and two battalions from the 1st and 3d
ARVN Regiments assaulted into landing zones
along the southern boundary of the base area. One
battalion of the 7th Cavalry seized landing zones in
the southeast portion and a Regional Force battalion
from Quang Tri secured landing zones in the north-
east portion. As the latter two battalions established
blocking positions and interdicted enemy trails in
the piedmont, the four maneuvering battalions
attacked through jungle canopy to the northeast.
After 21 days of sustained combat, the combined
cavalry and ARVN force had succeeded in denying
the enemy his forward support base area and dis-
rupting his lines of communication. In addition to
destroying several large base camps, allied forces
reported killing more than 270 NVA soldiers.

With the destruction of enemy installations in
Base Area 101, the division began operations to
interdict enemy movement toward the A Shau Val-
ley and to destroy reported large supply installations
west of the base area. On 2 October, the 2d Battal-
ion, 12th Cavalry, followed by two battalions of the

*“Snatch” operations were conducted in restricted areas, along
waterways or roads and in populated areas. Using a UH-1H “Huey”
helicopter with an infantry fire team, interprerer, and a national police-
man on board and an armed OH-6A “Loach,” the snatch team
patrolled restricted areas looking for targets. If individuals were dis-
covered, the team would swoop out of the sky and round them up.
After interrogation by the policeman, Viet Cong suspects would be
transported to detainee collection points and innocent civilians trans-

ferred to the district headquarters.
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Ist ARVN Regiment, assaulted into landing zones
southwest of the base area and began a sweep to the
western limits of the division’s area of operations.
Although contact was light and sporadic during the
remainder of the month, the combined allied force
destroyed several large enemy supply installations
and captured tons of ammunition.

As elements of the 1st Cavalry Division continued
their search for enemy forces in the mountains and
throughout the coastal plains, General Stilwell, on
26 October, alerted the division’s commanding gen-
eral, U.S. Army Major General George Forsythe, that
his forces would be deployed to III Corps Tactical
Zone. Once in place, II Field Force, Vietnam would
assume operational control of the division. In a mes-
sage to General Cushman, General Abrams outlined
the threat in HI Corps which necessitated the move.
He noted:

I have directed the move on the basis of the tactical sit-
uation in South Vietnam and my continuing assessment of
the enemy’s capabilities throughout the country to include
his capability to reinforce from out of country. I believe
that a part of his problem in northern I Corps is inadequate
logistic support. This may be temporary. The absence of
some enemy units from northern I Corps may also be tem-
porary. In the meantime he has steadily buile his capabili-
ty in III Corps and the sanctuaries in Cambodia.

As Abrams viewed the situation, the mounting enemy
threat to III Corps had to be blunted and therefore he
was forced to make the decision to move the 1st Cav-
alry Division sooner instead of later. Should a change
in situation warrant it, he concluded, the division
could be moved quickly back to I Corps. Although it
had no bearing on his decision, Abrams saw the move
as a opportunity for the st ARVN Division to “shoul-
der a bigger part of the load.”s6**

The advance party of the Army’s cavalry division
departed I Corps on 27 October. The following day the
3d Brigade was airlifted to Quan Loi and put under the
operational control of the 1st Infantry Division. Com-
bat elements of the 1st Brigade simultaneously
deployed to Tay Ninh and came under the control of
the 25¢h Infantry Division.

#%General Earl E. Anderson, in 1968 the III MAF Chief of Scaff,
observed that the Marine command lost the 1st Air Cavalry Division,
“jusr on the basis of a phone call.” As early as 11 September 1968, 111
MAF had received a message from General Abrams, “asking us to
comment on rhe effect upon III MAF of our furnishing an AirCav
troop and an air-mobile brigade for use in III Corps, commencing 1
Dec.” BGen E. E. Anderson ler to MajGen F. E. Leek, ded 4Nov68,
encl, Anderson Comments, Dec94; Anderson ltr to Van Ryzin, Sep68;
Anderson Comments, Dec94.
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Photo from Abel Collection
An Army company commander from the 15t Air Cavalry
Division points out terrain features to Capt William O.
Moore, Jr., whose company will relieve the Army unit south
of Quang Tri City. The 15t Air Cavalry Division began
departing I Corps in October for 111 Corps.

In light of the anticipated loss of the 1st Cavalry
Division, XXIV Corps ordered an adjustment in the
boundary between the 3d Marine and 101st Airborne
Divisions. The adjustment, scheduled to be completed
on 8 November, would generally correspond to the
provincial boundary between Quang Tri and Thua
Thien. To fill the void, the 1st Brigade, Sth Infantry
Division would be shifted south and a brigade of the
101st Airborne Division would move north. In an
attempt to make the transition as smooth as possible,
the remaining elements of the cavalry division were
directed to cordon the village of Thon My Chanh and
eliminate the Viet Cong infrastructure from the village
to the coast. On 2 November, the cordon around Thon
My Chanh was established by an armored battalion
task force from the 1st Brigade, Sth Infantry Division,
an armored battalion from the 101st Airborne Divi-
sion, and a cavalry squadron from the 2d Brigade, 1st
Cavalry Division. U.S. helicopters brought into for-
ward landing zones maneuver elements of the Ist
ARVN Regiment which began search operations
throughout the area. Although enemy resistance was
light, the combined Army and ARVN force discovered
several food caches, containing more than 12 tons of
unpolished rice. With the end of the 2d Brigade, 1st
Cavalry Division’s participation in the cordon on 7
November, the area was released to the 1st Brigade and
the 2d Brigade deployed to Phuoc Vinh.&7
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South of the 1st Cavalry Division, the 101st Air-
borne Division continued to conduct operations in
coordination with the 1st ARVN Regiment to pro-
vide security for Hue City; interdice Routes 547 and
547A; implement the rice denial program; destroy
the enemy’s main force units and infrastructure; and
assist in the Thua Thien Province pacification pro-
gram. In late July, the division finalized plans, mar-
shalled forces, and constructed fire support bases for
a combined Army and ARVN two-brigade airmo-
bile assault into the A Shau Valley. On 4 August,
Army helicopters flew the 2d Battalion, 502d
Infantry and 2d Battalion, 327th Infantry into land-
ing zones in the vicinity of A Luoi and Ta Bat.
While the 2d Barttalion, 327c¢h Infantry secured
landing zones near Ta Bat, the 2d and 3d Batealions,
Ist ARVN Regiment were helilifted into the valley
on the 5th. The combined reconnaissance in force
encountered only a few squad- and company-sized
enemy units, much smaller than anticipated by
intelligence sources. The enemy employed a series of
delaying and harassing tactics to slow the advance.
While finding no major enemy caches or installa-
tions, the maneuver forces implanted minefields and
sensors at three choke points in the valley before
withdrawing on the 20th.

On the heels of the A Shau Valley operation, the 1st
Battalion, 508th Infantry assaulted into landing zones
in the Nui Ke mountain complex southeast of Hue.
Led by a North Vietnamese Army corporal who had
rallied to a local Marine Combined Action platoon, the
battalion moved west toward the suspected base camps
of the 5¢h NVA Regiment. Following two weeks of heavy
fighting, the 1st Battalion reported killing more than
180 enemy troops and captured numerous individual
weapons and tons of munitions.

As a result of the decreasing number of engage-
ments 1n August with North Vietnamese main force
and Viet Cong local force units in the coastal low-
lands surrounding Hue, a series of operations, or
“soft cordons,” were carried out to destroy the Viet
Cong infrastructure in the area. These operations,
targeted at Vinh Loc, Phu Vang, Huong Thuy, Phu
Thu Districts, emphasized coordination with and
use of local South Vietnamese forces, surprise, isola-
tion of the battlefield, detailed search, minimum
destruction of civilian property, and population con-
trol. The soft cordon normally took place in popu-
lated areas where enemy forces were suspected to be
widely dispersed among the civilian population.
The expectation was that the enemy forces would
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attempt to escape rather than establish an organized
resistance. Preparatory fires would be placed only on
barren areas near landing zones and fires on other
targets, such as known or suspected enemy loca-
tions, would be planned but not fired unless neces-
sary to prevent friendly casualties. The soft cordon
proved to be an effective technique for the division
and local South Vietnamese authorities to find the
Viet Cong and blunt ics influence.

In mid-September, in an effort to prevent enemy
reinforcement and recovery from the losses suffered in
Phu Vang, Phu Thu, and Vinh Loc Districts, the 1st
Battalion, 327th Infantry and 2d Battalion, 502d
Infantry assaulted into the Dong Truoi mountain
complex south of Hue. For the next month, the two
battalions conducted extensive company operations
in search of five infantry battalions of the 425 and 5th
NVA Regiments, known to be in the area. Although
not encountered in large numbers, the enemy fled to
the southwest, relieving the pressure on Da Nang,
Route 1 from Phu Bai to the Hai Van Pass, and on
Phu Loc District to the east.

While the division’s 2d Brigade continued to con-
duct the series of cordon operations in the coastal
plains and the 1st Brigade operated in the mountains
to the south and west of Hue, the 3d Brigade, 82d
Airborne Division prepared to deploy from I Corps to
IIT Corps. The 82d Airborne brigade was released
from the operational control of the division on 4
October and, simultaneously, the division’s own 3d
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Brigade moved from III Corps to I Corps and
returned to the operational control of the 101st.

As the division regained its 3d Brigade, its
boundary was extended to the east to include the
Phu Loc District and south to include the remain-
ing portion of Thua Thien Province, with the excep-
tion of the Hai Van Pass. With the deactivation of
Marine Task Force X-Ray in August and the subse-
quent movement of the 26th Marines south, Gener-
al Abrams authorized the boundary extension.6* In
late October, the division’s area of operations was
extended north to the Thua Thien-Quang Tri
boundary as the 1st Cavalry Division was alerted to
deploy to III Corps.

In recalling the memory of his service, Lieutenant
Colonel Galbraith, the commander of the 1st Bat-
talion, 4th Marines, probably expressed the feelings
of most Marine and Army officers and troops who
fought in northern I Corps during this period:

Much of what stands out in my mind . . . is the
totally miserable existence of the squad and fire team
grunt, the guy who lived day after day in a hole he just
dug, trying to do his job and at the same time stay
halfway dry, opening his can of C-rations, wondering
when he was going to get his next hot meal and a new
pair of utility trousers to replace the ripped and torn
pair he sort of had on, and remembering the hot show-
er he’d had a month ago when he was herded through
the shower unit at Vandegrift.®

*See also Chaprer 21.



CHAPTER 21

Counteroffensive Operations in Southern ICTZ

The Situation in September—Operation Maui Peak—The End of Mameluke Thrust and Renewed
Attacks on Da Nang—Operation Meade River—Operation Taylor Common

The Situation in September

Following the failure of the Communist “Third
Offensive” in late August, IIl MAF forces in southern
ICTZ pursued enemy forces, attempting to defeat
them in derail, until Typhoon Bess brought most
offensive operations to a halt. During the first week in
September, 60-knot winds and 20 inches of rain bat-
tered the Da Nang area. Rivers swelled, flooding low-
lying areas and carrying away bridges. Trenches and
bunkers collapsed, mud slides closed Route 1 over
Hai Van Pass, and aircraft remained grounded. In
consolation, III MAF Marines had che satisfaction of
knowing that the typhoon brought misery to the
enemy, as well, flooding their many underground
caches of food and arms.'*

In the wake of the ryphoon, III MAF forces under-
went major organizational changes. On 10 September,
the 27th Marines redeployed to the United States fol-
lowing seven months of combat in Vietnam, reducing
by three the number of infantry battalions available to
General Cushman. Colonel Robert G. Lauffer’s 1st
Marines, under the operational control of the 3d Marine
Division since late March returned at the end of August
and early September to the 1st Marine Division and
relieved the 27th Marines. The 2d Light Anti-Aircrafc
Missile Battalion, based near Chu Lai, which had stood
ready to engage enemy aircraft since September 1965,
but had never fired one of its HAWK missiles in anger,
prepared for redeployment to the U.S. Operation Hous-
ton ended on 12 Septembet, after more than six months
during which the 5th Marines, and then the 26th
Marines, kept Route 1 open between Phu Bai and Da
Nang, killing a reported 702 enemy in the process. As
Houston ended, XXIV Corps units assumed control of
the area around Phu Bai, allowing General Youngdale
to dissolve Task Force X-Ray and move the 26th
Marines south to the Da Nang TAOR 2*

*See Chapters 19 and 20 for accounts of the havoc that Typhoon
Bess caused at Da Nang and in the DMZ respectively.

*#See Chaprers 19 and 20 as well abour rhe departure of the 27th
Marines and the arrival of the 1st Marines at Da Nang.
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While III MAF realigned forces, the enemy began
recovering from the effects of the typhoon and the
defear of the Third Offensive, albeit the recovery was
somewhat slow. At the same time, the Communists
maintained pressure through small-scale terrorist and
sapper attacks. In one small, but spectacular incident,
an enemy sapper, using a bamboo reed as a snorkel,
swam through heavy debris clogging the Vinh Dien
River to place an explosive chatge under the Tu Cau
Bridge. The Marines guarding the bridge saw the sap-
per and took him under fire, but could not stop the
attack. The charge exploded, damaging a 28-meter
section of the bridge and closing it to vehicles .3

Southwest of Da Nang, Operation Mameluke
Thrust continued, with the Sth Marines conducting
offensive operations in the Arizona Territory and the
An Hoa area, and the 7th Marines resumed offensive
operations north of Go Noi Island immediately fol-
lowing the ryphoon. On 14 September, Lieutenant
Colonel Francis X. Quinn, the 3d Barttalion, 7ch
Marines commander, sent two of his companies, L and
M, to establish blocking positions in support of an
ARVN operartion in the “Dodge City” sector outlined
by the Thu Bon, Ai Nghia, and La Tho Rivers. As
Company L started to move into its blocking position
about 4,000 meters south of Hill 59, it came under
automaric weapons and small arms fire as well as a
mortar barrage from a Communist force of unknown-
size, well-entrenched in concealed bunkers. In the
ambush, the Marine company suffered heavy casualties,
reporting 1 known dead, 21 wounded, and 4 Marines
missing in action (MIA). Reinforced by Company M,
Company L “returned fire and tried to retrieve the
MIAs, but {were} unable to do so.” Pulling back to
more defensive positions, the two Marine companies
called upon supporting artillery and airstrikes as the
fighting continued into the night. The Marines did
capture one North Vietnamese prisoner who identified
his unit as the D—3 Sapper Battalion.4

During the eatly morning hours of the 15th and
under the cover of darkness, Lieutenant Colonel Quinn
brought up his command group and newly attached
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Photocopy of 111 MAF Briefing Map (Nov—Dec 1968)

Company B, 1st Battalion, 7th Marines. Quinn con-
solidated the three companies in defensive positions
about 3,000 meters to the southwest of the original
contact. By this time, Colonel Herbert L. Beckington,
the 7th Marines commander, had alerted Lieutenant
Colonel LeRoy E. Watson, whose BLT 2/7 (the SLF
battalion) was under the operational control of the 7th
Marines. While BLT 2/7 established blocking posi-
tions, Quinn’s 3d Battalion was to sweep through the
previous day’s contact area.’

As planned, at first light on the 15th, Marine heli-
copters landed the BLT 2/7 command group and Com-
panies F and H in the southern Dodge City sector. At
the same time, the three companies of Quinn’s battal-
ion attacked to the northeast. At 1700, Company L
found the bodies of the four Marines who had been
reported the previous day as missing in action. The two
battalions linked up on the morning of 16 September
and continued to sweep the area. While encountering
no significant resistance, the Marines uncovered and
destroyed 72 heavily fortified bunkers.¢

Both battalions continued the search until the after-
noon of 17 September. At that time, Colonel Becking-
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ton, the 7th Marines commander, ordered a change in
plans. The 3d Battalion, 7th Marines was to return to
its combat base area the following morning while BLT
2/7 was to stay in place, receive reinforcements, and
then support the 51st ARVN Regiment.?

As scheduled, on the morning of 18 September,
Marine helicopters brought in Companies E and G of
BLT 2/7 and took out the 3d Battalion, 7th Marines.
BLT 2/7 advanced southeast below Route 4 toward the
main north-south railroad line. The mission of the
Marine battalion “was to conduct sweeps to find, fix
and destroy the enemy” in the new area of operations.
At the time, “the only certain information . . . was that
ARVN forces of the 51 ARVN Regiment . . . were in
contact with a ‘large’ NVA force” north of the La Tho
River near the railroad. On the evening of the 18th, the
BLT established defensive positions just west of the
railroad berm.#

The following morning, the BLT reached the rail-
road near its intersection with Route 4 and prepared
for resupply. Company F sent a security element into
a treeline 250 meters east of the railroad. When the
Marines approached to within 15 meters of the heavy
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band of kunai grass and banana trees, hidden enemy
troops opened fire. As the company mounted an
attack, North Vietnamese troops in bunkers, holes,
and trenches pounded the advancing Marines with
heavy, grazing fire. Enemy rifles, machine guns, mor-
tars, RPGs, and snipers positioned on the flanks,
where the treeline extended in a crescent, inflicted 42
casualties on Company F in the initial moments of
the battle including the company commander. Lieu-
tenant Colonel Watson threw Companies G and H
into the fight on either flank and Company E, previ-
ously in reserve, surged forward to replace the blood-
ied Company F9

The heavy growth in the treeline compounded the
Marines’ problems in estimating the enemy’s strength.
While initial reports showed a North Vietnamese pla-
toon in the treeline, the estimate later grew to two
companies. To make matters worse, constant over-
flights by RVNAF aircraft supporting a nearby ARVN
unit hampered the Marines’ efforts to bring artillery
fire on the enemy. For safety reasons, the Marines were
compelled to “check fire” the artillery during these
unannounced overflights.

Companies G and H pressed hard against the
enemy’s flanks, but more and more Marines fell under
the ferocious hail of fire coming from the NVA posi-
tion. Late in the afternoon, the 7th Marines directed
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the helilift of two compantes of the 3d Battalion, 7th
Marines, who established blocking positions along the
Suoi Co Ca, 1,000 meters to the east. The battle raged,
however, until 1900, when BLT 2/7 broke contact and
withdrew to the railroad berm so that supporting arms
could engage the enemy without endangering friendly
troops. Casualties totalled 14 Marines dead and 54
wounded, as well as 19 non-battle casualties (a catego-
ry which included accidental injuries, heat casualties,
and the like).10

On 20 September, BLT 2/7 directed a heavy prepa-
ration fire against the treeline, pounding it liberally
with artillery, mortars, and airstrikes. At firse lighe,
the Marines moved forward in the attack once again,
this time meeting no resistance. Inside the treeline,
they found a well-developed fortified position and
three dead enemy soldiers of the NVA 24 Battalion,
36th Regiment.

Companies G and H continued past the treeline
toward the 3d Battalion blocking positions near the
Suoi Co Ca. By 0800, Company G was engaged with a
large enemy force, which it believed to include a bat-
talion command post, in the hamlet of Nong Son (2),
about 600 meters from the river. Company G disen-
gaged with 5 Marines dead and 19 wounded, then
called for air and artillery support, while Company H
attacked the enemy’s right flank against strong resis-

A Navy corpsman serving with BLT 2/7 south of Da Nang rushes forward toward the smoke cover
to take care of a wounded Marine. Strands of a barbed wire fence can be seen behind him.

Photo is from the Abel Collection
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Photo is from the Abel Collection
PEC R. R. Kransiewski, right, adjusts the antenna of
radioman LCpl A. J. Terry, who is talking on the radio dur-
ing @ routine sweep south of Da Nang by Company L, 3d Bat-
talion, 7th Marines. Other Marines of the company can be seen
advancing in the background.

tance. At 0900, while the battle raged, Lieutenant
Colonel Charles F Bunnell, Jr., replaced Lieutenant
Colonel Watson as Commanding Officer, BLT 2/7.

In the early afternoon, ARVN units to the north
began pushing the enemy southward. BLT 2/7 main-
tained steady pressure from the west, so that the
North Vietnamese were forced into the 3d Barttal-
ion’s blocking position. Airstrikes and artillery fire
tore into the trapped enemy. At 1600, with the
North Vietnamese still resisting strongly, aircraft
unloaded 500-pound bombs and napalm on them,

prompting enemy troops to begin fleeing in groups
of 20 to 30. Aircraft and artillery continued to bom-
bard the area, but a North Vietnamese flag still flew
over an enemy bunker.

Companies G and H moved forward in the assault,
soon hitting antipersonnel mines and boobytraps.
Despite the heavy bombing, the remaining North
Vietnamese maintained heavy and accurate fire from
their fortifications. At dusk, the Marines dug in, hard
by the North Vietnamese bunkers. Late that night,
Marines reported a strong odor of marijuana drifting
from the enemy’s positions.

At dawn on the 21st, the Marines artacked once
more, and quickly captured the objective. They found
the area so liberally seeded with mines and boobytraps
that, after three Marines suffered wounds, both com-
panies withdrew and called an airstrike against the
area in hopes of detonating the devices. Returning
once again, they found the usual assortment of
bunkers, trenches, and fighting holes, food, equip-
ment, and documents. Three prisoners indicated that
the area was the command post of the NVA 36zh Reg-
iment and the main position of that organization’s 24
Battalion. The Marines reported 69 enemy dead, and
the prisoners admitted that their battalion had lost 80
dead and 60 wounded in the previous day’s fight at the
treeline. Their battalion’s assistant commander was
killed in the action.!2

After another day of sweeping the area, BLT 2/7
recurned to the Dai La Pass sector west of Hill 327 and
assumed a division reserve mission. The 3d Battalion
remained south of Hill 55, searching for the enemy,
but the destruction of the 24 Battalion, 36th NVA Reg-
iment brought at least temporary calm to that part of
the province.13

As often happened, however, a hard-fought victo-
ry in one part of the province had no effect on enemy
activity elsewhere. Shortly after midnight on 21 Sep-
tember, three explosions rocked the Esso gasoline
depor at the northern end of Da Nang Bay. With two
large fuel storage tanks ablaze, sentries fired on a man
who entered the water immediately after the atrack,
but the man apparently escaped. Later, Marines found
a ladder, satchel charges, blasting caps, and a length
of fuze in and around the compound.!4

The following night, Communist rocket units
attacked Marble Mountain Air Facility, damaging 45
helicopters. Other rockets struck Da Nang Airbase,
Force Logistic Command, the NSA Hospital, and I
Corps headquarters. At the same time, enemy forces
launched company-sized ground attacks on Hoi An,



418 THE DEFINING YEAR
_— i " y N ’r"w‘- us 'yr i‘) L
OPERATION MAUI PEAK [/ Tg - J“ ! Vgér::\
OPENING MOVES N AL i Sdn S mse R -~
R 17 1ng

6 OCTOBER 1968
5

[ | ]
Kilometers

NG AI‘\‘

- 9 Phu me Die

~ Dch

?nn My X ) -_\605 A
Phe Phkr“ LY e .
Gr'i’m} Hc.fr L
memSon 90

7T e Ko

Niam fﬂ;ﬂf

Dien Ban, and several Combined Action Platoons.
One of these attacks, carried out against the Vinh
Dien Bridge, one kilometer north of Dien Ban, tem-
porarily closed Highway 1.

On 29 September, south of the Thu Bon River
near Liberty Bridge in the Go Noi Island sector,
elements of the 5th Marines engaged a large enemy
force in the village of Cu Ban, a notorious Commu-
nist hideout and scene of many firefights. In a two-
day battle, the Marines surrounded and pressed
hard against the North Vietnamese. Late on che
30th, Company F, 2d Battalion, Sth Marines
assaulted the village and overwhelmed the defend-
ers, reporting 57 enemy dead and 3 prisoners.
Seven Marines died and 12 suffered wounds in the
fight. Further to the west at the end of the month,
NVA regular forces threatened the Special Forces
Camp at Thuong Duc, resulting in a III MAF
mulci-battalion operation.!s

Operation Maui Peak

The Special Forces camp at Thuong Duc was nes-
tled in a valley at the confluence of the Song Vu Gia
and the Song Con, where “Green Berets” trained

and advised CIDG troops recruited from the local
villages. By controlling these two river valleys, the
Special Forces soldiers and their CIDG counterparts
forced the enemy to move troops and supplies
bound for the Da Nang area along far more difficult
routes through the mountainous jungle. Addition-
ally, they denied the enemy access to the soutce of
food and recruits located in the populated areas
along the rivers.

Near the end of September, the Communists were
ready to strike. IIl MAF intelligence officers identified
elements of two NVA infantry regiments surrounding
the camp: the 215t from the 24 NVA Division and a new
1415t Regiment. The 368B Rocket Regiment was in sup-
port. In a pre-dawn attack on 28 September, the enemy
overran and occupied two of the camp’s outposts, seri-
ously threatening the main compound. With bad
weather hampering normal close air support opera-
tions, a Marine Tactical Air Control Party flew into
Thuong Duc in the late afterncon. Using a radar bea-
con, the forward air controller directed 18 sorties of
Grumman A-6A Intruder all-weather attack aircraft
against the enemy force. By the afternoon of the 29th,
the enemy troops occupying the two outposts with-



COUNTEROFFENSIVE OPERATIONS IN SOUTHERN ICTZ 419

drew, their position rendered untenable by the A—6A
Intruders of the 1st Marine Aircraft Wing.16*

With Thuong Duc temporarily safe, but still sur-
rounded, General Youngdale moved to lift the siege,
assigning Colone] Beckington's 7th Marines the rask.
For Operation Maui Peak, Youngdale gave Becking-
ton control of the 7th Marines” own 3d Battalion and
BLT 2/7 (still the SLF battalion, but temporarily
under the operational control of the 7th Marines), and
the 2d and 3d Battalions, Sth Marines. General Cush-
man placed one brigade of the 1st Air Cavalry Divi-
sion on six-hour standby to reinforce, and General
Lam assigned four ARVIN battalions to operate in
coordination with the Marines.!7**

On 1 October, the 2d Battalion, 5th Marines was
conducting operations along the southern bank of the
Thu Bon River in the An Hoa sector and Company G

* About mid-July, III MAF intelligence officers reported that cap-
tured enemy documents indicated that a new regiment, cthe 1415t NVA
Regiment, 312th NVA Division, was operating in Quang Nam Province.
The first prisoner from the regiment was captured on 5 September, and
stated that the regiment had been activated in North Vietnam in 1966.
It lefe North Vietnam in January 1968 and arrived in western Quang
Nam about the end of May. In mid-September, the 215t NVA Regiment, 24
NVA Division had moved up from Quang Tin Province into southern
Quang Nam. According to a Marine intelligence analysis of 15 Septem-
ber, three North Vietnamese Regiments, the 31st, 21st, and 1415t, were
in position to pose a threat to Thuong Duc. In the attacks on the Special
Forces Camp on 28-29 September, the allies captured prisoners from both
the 215t and the 1415t. See: III MAF PerIntRep No. 30-68, dtd 28]ul68,
p. A—44, in IIT MAF PerlntReps, 14Jul-31Aug68; II MAF PerlncRpts,
No. 37-68, ded 15S8ep68, pp. 4 and B-3, and No. 40-68, dtd 8OctG8,
p. B=3, in IIl MAF PerlntReps, 1Sep~120ct68. Lieutenant Colonel Mer-
rill L. Bartlete, who as a captain in September 1968 assumed command of
the 13¢h Interrogation and Translation Team assigned to the Sth Marines,
remembered that when he arrived at An Hoa, he “immediately formed
sub-teams of one officer, one NCO, and one ARVN each and sent them
to the bush with the three infantry battalions of the Sth Marines.” Bartlett
recalled that the Sth Marines in September captured a North Vietnamese
private whose interrogation revealed that he was from the 7415t NVA Reg-
iment, but that intelligence officers from the 1sc Marine Division refused
to accept that he was from that regiment. Lieutenant Colonel Bartlece
faulted the Marine intelligence system in the 1st Marine Division for
“failure to get the word down to the subordinate units, reluctance to
believe anything unless it was supported by ‘usually reliable sources’
(intercepts by radio battalion or counter-intelligence agent report), and
unwillingness to change an opinion or assessment once it was deter-
mined.” LtCol Merrill L. Bartlett, Comments on draft, dtd 8Nov94 (Viet-
nam Comment File), hereafter Bartlece Comments.

** There is also some confusion about the allied supporting forces.
Although some sources indicate that the only ARVN units participat-
ing were the lst and 2d Bartalions, 51st Regiment, others note that
two ARVN Ranger battalions were in reserve. Also, where 1st MarDiv
FragO 405-68 specifies a brigade of the lst Air Cavalry Division on
standby, 1st MarDiv ComdC, Oct68, p. 21 claims that it was a brigade
of the 101st Airborne Division.

had engaged a small enemy force near the river edge.
Lieutenant Colone]l James W. Stemple later related
that in the middle of this firefight he received orders
from the Sth Marines that he was being attached to
the 7th Marines for a new operation and that he
should prepare his battalion for immediate helicopter
movement to Hill 65, about 15 kilometers east of
Thuong Duc. Immediately detaching from the
engagement, the battalion consisting of Companies E
and G, and Company A from the 1st Barttalion, Sth
Marines, arrived at Hill 65 about 1300. At that point,
Stemple remembered he was told to report to Colonel
Beckington at the 7th Marines command post on Hill
55. After some delay to obtain a jeep, he arrived in
time to attend the 7th Marines briefing for the opera-
tion. Stemple later observed that he was not too
inspired when one of the briefing officers remarked, “I
don’t know how we are going to support this opera-
tion; I guess we'll play it by ear.”18
According to Stemple, the concept of operations
called for his battalion to secure not only Hill 65, but also
Hill 52, only six kilometers from Thuong Duc, before
nightfall. Upon his return to Hill 65 and maintaining an
outpost there, the battalion moved out in a column of
companies following Route 4. With an attached engineer
platoon from the 1st Engineer Battalion assisting in the
detecting and clearing of antipersonnel, antivehicle, and
antitank mines, the battalion arrived at Hill 52 about
1630. In taking the hill, the Marines captured one pris-
oner from the 1415t NVA Regiment.?
~ While the battalion gained a measure of control
over Route 4, which was the only road available for
ground resupply, Lieutenant Colonel Stemple vaguely
recalled that an enemy road mine accounted for at least
one Marine vehicle. During the next four days, artillery
units of the 3d Battalion, 11th Marines and Army
175mm guns of the 4th Battalion, 8th Field Artillery
took up firing positions at Hills 65 and 52. The 3d
Battalion, 7th Marines moved into the area between
the two hills, guarding the road and freeing the 2d
Battalion, Sth Marines to direct its efforts westward,
toward the enemy.
On the morning of 6 October, attack aircraft and
B-52s began bombarding landing zones in the hills
surrounding Thuong Duc.*** At the same time, the 2d

*#*Colonel Stemple remembered that several bombs from one of
the B—52s, “fell short of their objective with two bombs landing in the
E/2/5 area to the rear of Hill 52.” Fortunately there were no Marine
casualties and the rest of the errant bombs fell harmlessly into the river.
Col James W. Stemple, Comments on draft, n.d. [1995] (Vietcnam
Comment File), hereafter Stemple Comments.
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Photocopy of painting from Marine Corps Art Collection

In this contemporary painting by Marine combat artist Maj Albers M. “Mike” Leahy, the artist
depicts a Marine Douglas A—4E Skybawk in a close air support mission during Operation Mani
Peak about to bomb and rocket enemy positions on a ridgeline near LZ Sparvow. Thuong Duc can be

seen in the background.

Battalion, Sth Marines stepped off in the attack west-
ward along Route 4 toward the Special Forces camp.
This was to be a feint to distract the enemy from the
landing of the helicopter-borne elements. Soon after
crossing the line of departure, however, the Marines
became decisively engaged with the NVA 15z Battalion,
1415t Regiment, and Colonel Beckington canceled the
plan for a feint and ordered the 2d Battalion to clear the
enemy from the battlefield .20

While the 2d Battalion, Sth Marines mounted the
hills overlooking Route 4 and came to grips with the
enemy, other units joined the operation. At 1030, 1st
Marine Aircraft Wing helicopters, carrying the 3d Bat-
talion, Sth Marines, swooped down into LZ Sparrow,
four kilometers south of Thuong Duc. The preparation
fires had ended at 0730, after severely pounding the LZ

and surrounding area. If the fires had hurt the North
Vietnamese units in the vicinity, the enemy comman-
der apparently made good use of the three-hour break
between the end of the preparation and the landing of
the helicopters. As the first wave of aircraft touched
down in the landing zone, a hail of heavy machine gun
fire filled che air. Unable to complete the mission
against such stiff resistance, the helicopters turned
away, carrying the 3d Battalion back to An Hoa.2!

At 1100, BLT 2/7 and two ARVN battalions land-
ed unopposed in LZ Vulture and LZ Hawk, seven kilo-
meters northwest of Thuong Duc. While the rest of the
bartalion remained at the LZ with Battery W, 3d Bat-
talion, 11th Marines, Companies E and G, 7th Marines
struck out for the high ground overlooking Thuong
Duc from the north. The terrain was extremely chal-
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lenging. At times, the Marines needed lifelines to
negotiate steep hills covered by a thick jungle canopy
and dense undergrowth.2

Back on Route 4, the 2d Battalion, Sth Marines was
still involved in a heated battle against l_North Viet-
namese units in the hills overlooking the toad. At one
point, where the road passed along a very narrow gap
between the river and a large, steep hill, the enemy put
up a spirited defense, beating back the Marines’ first
two assaults. After a third pounding by supporting
arms, the battalion attacked and captured the hill,
gaining control of the vital pass.z

In the late afternoon, Colonel Beckington ordered
the 3d Battalion, 5th Marines, already “shot out” of
one LZ that day, to mount a helicopter-borne assault
into LZ Kiwi, nine kilometers northeast of LZ Sparrow.
Accordingly, the battalion landed at 1740, then
marched a kilometer north and established a defensive
position on a hilltop overlooking the southern bank of
the Song Vu Gia. With the exception of an assault by
two squads of North Vietnamese against the 2d Bat-
talion, Sth Marines, the night passed quietly.2

On 7 October, the 7th Marines began to close the
circle around Thuong Duc. To the west, the 2d Battal-
ion, 7th Marines attacked along the valley of the Song
Con and along the ridges overlooking it. It did not
make contact with the enemy, but lost one Marine to
heat stroke in the torturous terrain. Likewise, southeast
of Thuong Duc, the 3d Battalion, Sth Marines moved
southwest into the rugged mountains, suffering eight
casualties from a combination of heat and falls from the
steep slopes.

General Youngdale assigned the 1st Battalion, 1st
Marines to the operation, and Colonel Beckington
ordered it to attempt another helicopter-borne assault
into LZ Sparrow. Since the aborted assault of the pre-
vious day, attack aircraft had thoroughly blasted the
area around the LZ with 750-pound bombs and Fuel-
Air Explosive (FAE)* bombs, but this, apparently,
“did not faze the defenses.” As the helicopters once
again descended into LZ Sparrow at 0910, Commu-
nist antiaircraft gunners once more opened up with
an overwhelming fire, turning away the assault for
the second time.2

The main action of 7 October occurred along Route
4 where the 2d Battalion, 5th Marines ran into strong
enemy opposition. Company A, Sth Marines, under

* An aircrafe-delivered canister which releases an explosive aerosol
vapor over an area, then ignires the vapor, creating blast overpressure
which causes casualties and explodes mines.

the control of the 2d Battalion, engaged two
entrenched North Vietnamese platoons on a steep hill
adjacent to the highway, only 200 meters west of the
hill the battalion had seized the previous day. Even
after aircraft and artillery fire pounded the objective,
the North Vietnamese still resisted fiercely. Company
A fell back with 12 wounded and occupied the same
position as it had the previous night. According to
Marine soutrces, the enemy lost 42 dead in the fight??

After another full day of preparation fires, Compa-
ny E, Sth Marines, supported by four M48 tanks,
attacked the hill late in the afternoon of 8 October,
finally capturing it just before dusk after a brisk fight
in which one Marine died and nine others suffered
wounds. On the hill, the Marines reported 37 dead
North Vietnamese.2s

Elsewhere in the operation, the 2d Battalion, 7th
Marines continued its slow advance along the steep
ridge west of Thuong Duc which separated the Song
Vu Gia from the Song Con. The 3d Battalion, 5th
Marines moved ever deeper into the mountains south
of the Special Forces camp, struggling against heat and
rough terrain which combined to result, on 8-9 Octo-
ber, in 40 nonbattle casualties, some fatal.29**

The North Vietnamese reserved their main effort
against the 2d Battalion, Sth Marines in the fight for
control of Route 4. At 0400, 12 October, 82mm mor-
tar fire began falling on Company E. Following a
preparation of about 40 rounds, an NVA company
struck the Marines. As the North Vietnamese infantry
attacked, the mortar fire continued, but shifted to
Company G, which was to the rear of Company E.
Using a heavy volume of small arms and RPG fire, the
enemy closed to within grenade-throwing range. Com-
pany E held fast, calling for fire support, which
involved more than 1,000 rounds of artillery (includ-
ing 8-inch howitzers) and mortar fire, attack aircraft,
and AC—47 gunships. The Marines reported killing 46
North Vietnamese and capturing 1 in the fight. Lieu-
tenant Colonel Stemple, the battalion commander,
commented “this was a particularly vicious attack
against ‘E* Company that almost succeeded.” He cred-

*#The largest number of non-battle casualties involved Marine
helicopters. In addition to the casualties on the 8th and 9th, on 11
October, a resupply helicopter from HMM-265, “carrying replace-
ments and supplies . . . was struck from below by a H-34D helo {from
HMM 3621 that had jusr taken off.” According to Colonel Stemple,
who witnessed the accident, “both helicopters exploded in flames a few
hundred feet over the river {Song Vu Gia} and crashed.” There were no
survivors. Stemple Comments. See also MAG-16 ComdC, Oct68;
HMM-265 ComdC, Oct68; and HMM—362 ComdC, Oct68.
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Troops from the Sth Marines cross a small stream in Qperation Maui Peak. The second Marine in the
water is carvying a 3.5-inch rocket launcher and a following Marine carries a vocket round for the

weapon in addition to his rifle.

ited the close air support “very instrumental in turning
the tide of battle . . . . “ Friendly casualties totalled 8
dead and 20 wounded.3

During the next few days, enemy contact dimin-
ished. BLT 2/7 finished its sweep of the high ground
and moved into the valley, nearer the Special Forces
camp. The 2d Battalion, 5th Marines maintained its
position and conducted patrols. South of the Song Vu
Gia, the 3d Battalion, 5th Marines continued to strug-
gle through the heavily forested and treacherous slopes,
finally capturing LZ Sparrow on 14 October with the
only enemy resistance being desultory mortar fire.
Later that day, Company F of BLT 2/7 entered the
Thuong Duc Special Forces camp, officially lifting the
so-called “siege.”3!*

*Lieutenant Colonel Ronald R. Welpott, who as a caprain com-
manded Company F during cthe operation, recalled that his company
was the only one to encer the camp “as the size of the camp and heavy
rains made it more suitable for the rest of the battalion to remain in
the hills above the camp to the norchwest.” Lieutenant Colonel
Ronald R. Welpote, Comments on draft, ded 19Mar95 (Viecnam
Comment File).

In mid-October, Tropical Storm Elaine struck
Quang Nam, dramatically curtailing operations.** In
the seven days ending on 18 October, 39 inches of rain
fell around Thuong Duc, with as much as 13 inches
falling in a single day. Swollen rivers washed away
many bridges and left others under six feet of water.
Air operations slowed to a near halt and many units,
particularly those in the hills, suffered a lack of criti-
cal supplies. The Special Forces unit at Thuong Duc
supplied some food to the Marines to see them
through the crisis. Eventually, the rain washed out
Route 4 between Hills 52 and 65, then Route 540, to
the east, over which convoys carried supplies to Hill
65 for distribution to the forces participating in Oper-
ation Maui Peak.3

#*General E. E. Anderson, the IIl MAF Chief of Scaff, observed ac
the time in personal letcers that the storm had brought both U.S. and
enemy operations “to a standstill,” and that for “several days we need-
ed wading boots and rain suits.” BGen E.E. Anderson, lcrs to MajGen
McCutcheon, dtd 170c¢t68 and LeGen W. J. Van Ryzin, ded 25068,
Encl to Gen E.E. Anderson, Comments on draft, ded 18Dec94 (Viet-
nam Comment File).
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On 17 October, with the mission accomplished, the
rain seriously hampering offensive operations, and the
enemy relatively quiet, Colonel Beckington ordered all
units to prepare to withdraw. By 19 October, only cthe
3d Battalion, 7th Marines remained, and Operation
Maui Peak officially came to a close.3s*

The End of Mameluke Thrust
and Renewed Attacks on Da Nang

Operation Mameluke Thrust** ended on 23 Octo-
ber, after five months, with the participating units
reporting 2,730 enemy killed, 47 prisoners, and 8 ral-
liers. As the 5th Marines closed Mameluke Thrust, it
opened Operation Henderson Hill in the same AQO.
The net result of this was a continuation of the same
operation, in the same area, under a new operational
codename. Lieutenant Colonel Stemple remembered
that the 2d Battalion, Sth Marines had returned to the
An Hoa sector after Maui Peak, and on the 23d, his
battalion command group and two of his companies
were patrolling the area east of Liberty Road, when he
received word to disengage. The Marines boarded
trucks and returned to An Hoa where Stemple was
met by Major General Youngdale and several mem-
bers of the 1st Marine Division staff. According to
Stemple, the division commander told him that a new
NVA regiment, the 90th, was suspected of having
moved into the Arizona Territory and that there had
been numerous sightings of enemy troops in the area.
After a quick aerial reconnaissance, Stemple and the
MAG-16 helicopter coordinator selected a primary
and secondary landing zone. While enemy small arms
fire prevented the landing in the primary zone, the
Marine battalion reached its assigned objectives in the
Arizona before nightfall, but no indication of the
reported large numbers of North Vietnamese troops.
In a series of sweeps as part of Henderson Hill during
the next few days, both the 2d and 3d Battalions of the
Sth Marines developed little enemy contact, but cap-
tured a 24-page document describing the enemy’s
proposed “Winter-Spring 1968—-69 Campaign.” The

*Colonel Stemple, the commanding officer of the 2d Battalion,
Sch Marines, believed it was obvious that the North Vietnamese were
“not investing too much in Thoung Duc except using it as ‘bait’ to
invite a IIl MAF response along Route 4 where they could selece and
prepare positions from which they could actack the U.S. reaction
force.” While stating that “2/5 beat its head out against the 141s¢ (well
dug-in),” Stemple understood that later reports indicated that the
NVA regiment “took such a beating that . . . [it] never recovered.”
Stemple Comments.

#%See Chapters 17 and 19.

operation then continued in the An Hoa and Go Noi
Island sectors into November.34

October ended as the first month since December
1967 during which the enemy launched no rocket
attacks. NVA commissars and VC cadres, though, dra-
matically stepped up their political proselytizing. They
visited hamlets, ostensibly to “train” the populace for
upcoming elections which were supposed to result in
the formation of “People’s Revolutionary Commit-
tees.” Enemy propagandists distributed leaflets and
used loudspeakers to appeal to ARVN troops to desert.
In the village of Nui Dat Son, which was adjacent to
the large Marine base at Hill 55, the villagers conduct-
ed an antiwar demonstration calling for an end to U.S.
bombing of villages. South Vietnamese National
Police arrested 71 of the demonstrators, 60 of whom
they later released. Intelligence reports filtering in to
III MAF indicated that the Communists planned a
nationwide demonstration during November, in
which “the people” would demand the neutralization
of central Vietnam.

On Halloween night, President Johnson announced
from Washington that, effective 0800, 1 November
(2100, Saigon time), the U.S. would halt all bombing
of North Vietnam. The North Vietnamese, who had
stridently insisted on an unconditional bombing halt,
had finally accepted a compromise agreement which
allowed the inclusion of the South Vietnamese and Viet
Cong in the Paris peace negotiations. The only military
conditions imposed were an end to North Vietnamese
violations of the DMZ, and an end to their attacks on
cities and towns in South Vietnam. The President’s
announcement had no noticeable effect on the 1st
Marine Aircraft Wing’s “out-of-country” sortie rate.
The missions previously flown over North Vietnam
were transferred to Laos.36**

Again, the Communists stepped up political and
propaganda activity in the villages of ICTZ. Com-
missars hailed the bombing halt as a great Commu-
nist victory. They conducted further controlled elec-
tions of so-called “Liberation Committees”,
proclaiming that “a coalition government for South
Vietnam is near at hand.”s?

Meanwhile, the war went on. In Operation Hen-
derson Hill, the 5th Marines surrounded and attacked
the NVA 15t Bastalion, 36th Regiment at the familiar
battlefield of Chau Phong, site of so many earlier
engagements. Uncharacteristically, the enemy did not
defend, but rather, attempted to escape, the NVA

*%# See also Chapters 20 and 24.
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Marine engineers probe for move rockets as they explove an enemy rocket site. On a mud vamp ready

10 fire ave three NVA 140mm rockets.

troops donning disguises, hiding their weapons, and
attempting to slip through Marine lines in the dark.3

On 16 November, the enemy went on the offensive
around Da Nang, conducting ground attacks and fir-
ing 122mm rockets at Da Nang Airbase and the port,
one of which scored a direct hit on the deep-water pier,
killing 2 people and wounding 16 others. Within the
ciry, several small firefights erupted, in which Free
World securiry units captured seven prisoners claiming
to belong to the Q.91 Special Action Sapper Unit. North
of the ciry, near the Song Cu De, North Vietnamese
forces overran and annihilated a seven-man ambush
team from the 1st Bartalion, 26th Marines. The dead
Marines all suffered bullet wounds to the head inflict-
ed at close range, in execution fashion. At the opposite
end of the Da Nang TAOR, at the Vinh Dien Bridge
north of Dien Ban, elements of the NVA 36th Regiment
attacked ARVN bridge security units and a Combined
Action platoon. In heavy fighting thart lasted through
the following day, the Marine command reported 305
North Vietnamese dead.?

The enemy offensive around Da Nang continued
for several days. In an indirect fire attack during the
night of the 19th, 13 rockets fell on the Force Logis-
tic Command, and another 12 scruck the city. At Mar-
ble Mountain Air Facility, mortar fire wounded 7 men
and damaged 13 helicopters. Mortar fire also struck
the NSA Hospital. On the morning of the 21st, 10
rockets hit the 1st Marine Division command post,

killing 2 American soldiers and destroying a heli-
copter and 2 jeeps.4

During the night of the 21st, an enemy battalion
attacked An Hoa. Supported by fire from 82mm and
60mm mortars, 57mm recoilless rifles, and B—40 rock-
ets, North Vietnamese and Viet Cong troops advanced
against the base’s eastern perimeter. When the attack
began at 2200, Marine tank and artillery crews on the
perimeter began direct fire against the advancing
enemy, using “Beehive” antipersonnel ammunition.®
Amphibian tractors arrived and added the weight of
their machine guns to the battle.

CAP 2-9-1, positioned in the hamlet of Mau
Chanh (2), about a kilometer east of the base, lay in
the path of the attack. The CAP Marines and their
PF counterparts took the enemy flanks and rear
under fire, calling for air and artillery support. At
2330, the Communist troops fell on CAP 2-9-1.
AC—47 gunships held back the enemy while a pla-
toon of Marines mounted in amphibian tractors,
with tanks and helicopter gunships escorting,
attacked east from An Hoa to reinforce the hamlet
and bring an ammunition resupply.

The battle raged for five hours, during which the
Marines threw back four waves of attacking NVA and
VC. At 0330 the shooting died down. Despite the

*Each “Beehive” projectile contains thousands of tiny darts, called
flechectes, which are expelled and thrown forward at high velocity,
spreading in a deadly pattern.
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heavy fighting, friendly casualties numbered only three
Marines and a PF with minor wounds. Marine sources
listed 21 dead Viet Cong in the area 4!

The enemy offensive reached a crescendo on the
night of 24-25 November. Communist rocket and
mortar fire fell on Da Nang Airbase, Marble Mountain
Air Facility, the Sth Special Forces Group compound
in east Da Nang, and Hoi An. Enemy company-sized
units carried out ground assaults against Dien Ban,
Liberty Bridge, and three bridges spanning the Song
Cau Lau and the Song Vinh Dien along Highway 1.
U.S. Marines, Korean Marines, and South Vietnamese
soldiers fought off the enemy attacks, and 25 Novem-
ber dawned with all of the enemy’s objectives still in
friendly hands .42

The attacks of 24-25 November were the last
gasp of the Communist November offensive. Fifteen
kilometers south of Da Nang, in the infamous
Dodge City Area, the 1st Marine Division had begun
an offensive of its own, the largest “County Fair”

operation conducted up to that time: Operation
Meade River.

Operation Meade River

On 1 November, the Government of Vietnam
announced the start of a country-wide “Accelerated
Pacification Campaign,” named “Le Loi" in Viet-
namese. Scheduled to last three months, the cam-
paign’s objective was to extend the legitimate govern-
ment’s influence into many hamlets still afflicted by
the three major Communist offensives launched dur-
ing 1968. Of the 1,000 hamlets targeted for the cam-
paign throughout the country, 141 were in ICTZ.4"

The 1st Marine Division planned Operation Meade
River to support the Le Lo; campaign. It was to be a
cordon and search operation under the 1st Marines,

#For additional coverage of the Le Loi Campaign, see Chaprer 29.
The three enemy offenses were Tet, the May Offensive, and the Third
Offensive in August.
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Photo is from the Col Robete G. Lauffer, USMC (Ret), Collection

In an aerial view of the 36-square-mile “Dodge City” avea south of Da Nang, the Ky Lam River, the

southern boundary of the sector, is at the top.

like many which had been conducted previously, but
on a much grander scale. Rather than surround and
search single hamlets or villages, the division planned
a cordon around 36 square kilometers in the Dodge
City area, south of Da Nang.

Like Go Noi island to the south, Dodge City was
heavily infested with Communists. At the center of the
fertile Da Nang-Hoi An-Dai Loc Triangle, the area’s
terrain was almost completely flat, reaching only four
to five meters above sea level. Many hamlets dotted the
countryside, homes to the farming families who tend-
ed the vast tracts of rice paddies. Waterways of various
sizes crossed Dodge City, as did the National Railroad
and Route 4. The characteristics of the area gave it spe-
cial potential as a source of food and recruits for the
enemy. Its proximity to Da Nang, Hoi An, and the
Dien Ban District headquarters gave it tactical signifi-
cance as a possible enemy staging area for attacks on
those key locations.

Colonel Lauffer, the commander of the 1st Marines,
recalled that the Korean Brigade had the tactical
responsibility for the area, but had failed to keep the
Communist forces out. Since its arrival at Da Nang,
the 1st Marines TAOR included the area to the norch
of Dodge City, but in almost self-defense, the regiment
had conducted several small-scale operations “to famil-
iarize units with che situation and to gain additional
intelligence.” According to Lauffer, “we were fully
apprised of the fluid and rapidly changing situation
concerning enemy troop strength in the Dodge City
area.” For Operation Meade River, Marine intelligence
officers estimated that enemy forces in Dodge City
numbered between 100 and 150 Viet Cong infrastruc-
ture personnel and could include up to 900 NVA or
VC regular forces. The only identified units in the sec-
tor, however, were two VC companies, the R-20 VC
Battalion and the 15t Battalion, 36th NVA Regiment,
totalling an estimated 630 enemy troops.%
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Photo is from the Col Robert G. Lauffer, USMC (Ret), Collection
Col Robert G. Lauffer, the commander of the 15t Marines in
Operaton Meade River, is accompanied in the field by 1stLt
Francis B. Abearn, the S—2, or intelligence officer, of the 15t
Battalion, 15t Marines.

Early on the morning of 20 November, seven
Marine battalions, under the control of the 1st
Marines, began moving into prearranged positions to
form a ring around part of Dodge City* Using 72 air-
craft, the 1st Marine Aircraft Wing in one of its largest
helicopter operations lifted four battalions (one of them
from amphibious shipping lying offshore). Trucks
moved another battalion, and two battalions marched
in. By 0825, Dodge City lay within the 1st Marines’
cordon. Colonel Lauffer observed that a helicopter was
available to him throughout Meade River and that
“concerned commanders were given numerous aif-
borne views to enhance our tactical decisions.”6

In the initial hours of the operation, the Marines
encountered light resistance. The Communist forces

*Colonel Lauffer commented that he actually had operational con-
trol of nine infantry batealions. While seven participated in Operation
Meade River, he kept two batcalions in his regular area of operations,
“particularly concentrating on the rocket and mortar belts.” Because of
the large size of his TAOR, he normally had four bactalions under his
control. Col Robert G. Lauffer, Comments on draft, ded 29Nov94
(Vietnam Comment File), hereafter Lauffer Comments.

shot down two 1st Marine Aircraft Wing helicopters
and damaged several others during the assault. On the
ground, they used a command-detonated mine to
destroy a truck, killing 1 Marine and wounding 23
Marines and 2 ARVN soldiers.47**

Along the Song La Tho, where the 1st Battalion, 1st
Marines manned the northern edge of the cordon, heli-
copters lifted in two towers. In the flat terrain, thesé
towers provided improved observation for Marines
controlling artillery fire and airstrikes. Snipers also
manned the towers and engaged enemy troops in
Dodge City. Clockwise around the cordon from the 1st
Battalion, 1st Marines were: BLT 2/26; the 2d and 3d
Battalions, Sth Marines; the 3d Battalion, 26th
Marines; BLT 2/7; and finally, the 1st Battalion, 7th
Marines.4

Just before noon, Lieutenant Colonel Neil A. Nel-
son’s BLT 2/7 began the next phase of the operation by
attacking from its position on the western side of the
cordon toward the railroad berm. By 1600, Company
H secured the southern end of the battalion’s objective,
after only minor contact with the enemy. At 1630,
however, the battalion ran headlong into a strong
Communist defensive complex located at a large bend
in a stream which Marines called the “Horseshoe.”
Company G, attacking in the center of the BLT 2/7
zone of action, made heavy contact with what proved
to be North Vietnamese regulars. Under fierce fire
from murually supporting bunkers, Company G with-
drew one kilometer, leaving behind six Marines,
believed dead.#

When darkness fell over Dodge City, artillery and
aircraft units illuminated the area with flares. Psycho-
logical operations (PsyOps) team used powerful loud-
speakers to advise civilians of the cordon and to direct
them to central collection points for the questioning
which was intended to winnow out the Communists
among them. BLT 2/7 licked its wounds and prepared
to resume the assault on the Horseshoe 50

Colonel Lauffer decided to reinforce BLT 2/7 for the
attack. He ordered Company D, lst Battalion, 1st
Marines and Company L, 3d Battalion, 26th Marines
to report to Lieutenant Colonel Nelson for duty. Nel-

** According to Colonel Lauffer, the mine knocking out the truck
could have been even more devastating: “Highway 1, in many areas
was rimmed on either side with rice paddies or low wet areas. A
breech in the road could have been catastrophic.” To prevent such a
breech, the Marines had “strategically prepositioned dump crucks
loaded with gravel and marsten matting.” This precaution permitted
the convoy to continue “to join those in front of the explosion with
lictle delay.” Lauffer Comments.
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Infantrymen from the Sth Marines advance through five-foot elephant grass after being dropped into
a landing zone during Operation Meade River. In one of the largest lifts, Marine helicopters brought

four Marine battalions into the cordon operation.

son placed all four of his own companies on line for the
assault, then used Company L as his new reserve. He
ordered Company D to move south and to sweep the
northern flank of Company F, which was on the bat-
talion left.!

Nelson scheduled a preparation fire to begin on the
Horseshoe at 0630. The fire support units found it dif-
ficult to coordinate their fires because of the proximity
of friendly units to one another, and the almost circu-
lar shape of the cordon, which required extraordinary
care to deliver fires safely. Thus, the preparation was
delayed until 0920.

The enemy reacted violently, even before the
infantry attack began. As Company G moved into
positions from which it was to provide supporting fire,
the North Vietnamese went into action. Heavy fire
drove Company G to cover. Company F attempted to
carty out a flank attack from the north to relieve the
pressure, but, according to Captain Ronald R.
Welpott, the company commander, “due to sporadic
enemy contact, boobytraps, and difficult terrain,” it
could not find a place to ford the stream separating it

from the enemy bunkers.s? Once again, the attack
bogged down and ground to a halt.s3

The next day, 22 November, BLT 2/7 launched a
third attack on the Horseshoe. Following essentially
the same plan as the previous day, Company G estab-
lished a base of fire while Companies D, 1st Marines
and E, 7th Marines attacked from the north, crossing
the stream to strike the enemy’s right flank. The
North Vietnamese hid in their bunkers during the
preparation fire, then, when the fire lifted, assumed
mutually supporting fighting positions. They usually
attempted to keep a rice paddy or other narural barri-
er between them and the Marines, and in this case,
caught Company E at the stream and poured on
extremely heavy fire from a range of 100 meters. In 10
minutes, the company lost 7 killed and 23 wounded.
With the company commander among the wounded,
Company E broke contact and withdrew to the north
bank of the stream.

Meanwhile, Company D crossed the Song La Tho
and attacked south along the railroad berm, about a
mile east of where the BLT 2/7 artack had stalled. The
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North Vietnamese within the Horseshoe pounded the
advancing Marines with machine guns, rifles, and
mortars, but Company D advanced to within 300
meters of the Communist positions as casualties con-
tinued to mount. Enemy fire struck down the radio
operators for the forward air controller and the battal-
jon tactical radio net, greatly compounding commu-
nications problems. Finally, with 2 Marines dead and
17 wounded, Company D withdrew to the stream,
but remained on the south bank, setting up an LZ to
evacuate the wounded. Medevac helicopters arrived,
only to have the North Vietnamese drive them away
under heavy fire. Only after dark could Company D
begin to medevac its casualties, even then still under
heavy fire. Another night fell with the Horseshoe still
in enemy hands.

During the morning hours of 23 November, while
BLT 2/7 remained in position, still evacuating casual-

ties from the previous day’s action, the 3d Battalion,
26th Marines advanced from the southwest corner of
the cordon into Dodge City. With its right flank
anchored on the railroad berm, the battalion attacked
across Route 4, moving north. As the battalion
approached the Horseshoe, the NVA opened fire and
the Marines took cover.>

BLT 2/7 joined the attack once again. Company G
opened fire on the Communist positions, and Com-
pany H, now on the left of the 3d Battalion, 26th
Marines swept northward and overran one group of
enemy positions. BLT 2/7 recovered the bodies of the
six Company G Marines missing from the initial
attack. To restore the integrity of the cordon, Com-
pany H withdrew and linked up with the 3d Battal-
ion, 26th Marines. Although the attack had been par-
tially successful, many enemy positions remained
within the Horseshoe.

1n an aerial view of the “Horseshoe” sector of Operation Meade River, looking east, from the bend of
the stream it is easy 1o see why the avea was 50 named.

Photo is from the Col Robert G. Lauffer, USMC (Ret), Collection
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Determined to eliminate the enemy bunker com-
plex, Colonel Lauffer reinforced BLT 2/7 still again,
placing Company K, 3d Battalion, 26th Marines
under Nelson’s control. On the 24th, after a morning
of preparatory fire, Companies H, BLT 2/7 and K,
26th Marines ~ttacked from the south, in the
Marines’ fifch attempt o eject the North Vietnamese
from the Horseshoe. At 1530, the two companies
came under extremely heavy fire from enemy troops
in bunkers and a treeline 100 meters to the front.
Unable to force the position by frontal assault, both
companies tried to drive in an enemy flank, but to no
avail. Colonel Lauffer added yet another unit, Com-
pany C, 1st Battalion, 7th Marines, to the attack.
Company C moved in from the north, but not in time
to help. At 1830, once again frustrated by the
enemy’s stiff resistance, the Marines broke contact
and withdrew with 5 dead and 31 wounded.

On the moming of the 25th, the Marines near the
Horseshoe pulled back and began pounding the area

Marine Sgt H. D. Vines, a section leader of an 81mm mortar
section with BLT 217, snaps off a shot with his M79 grenade
launcher at an enemy-beld treeline during Meade River. A
puff of smoke from the grenade can be seen by the trees.

Photo from the Abel Collection
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with artillery. Low clouds over Dodge City precluded
airstrikes. Following the preparation, BLT 2/7 surged
forward, encountering no resistance. By noon, the
Marines overran the entire Horseshoe and the battalion
consolidated its position along the railroad berm. A
search of the area revealed bunkers constructed of rein-
forced concrete, railroad ties, and rails, covered with six
feet of earth. Lieutenant Colonel Nelson, the BLT com-
mander, remembered an order “to destroy” the railroad
berm, but “after many tons of explosion being wasted
the destruction was called off.”ss

It was apparent that the enemy forces trapped
within the cordon was somewhat larger than origi-
nally anticipated. At the Horseshoe, the Marines had
encountered regular enemy troops, specifically the
3d Battalion, 36th NVA Regiment. While pushed
back, the NVA battalion remained a formidable
fighting force.

Since the beginning of the operation, South Viet-
namese troops and police had worked to evacuate
2,600 civilians from Dodge City to interrogation cen-
ters. With these civilians out and the Horseshoe final-
ly cleared, Colonel Lauffer launched the next phase of
the operation. BLT 2/26 and the 2d Battalion, 5th
Marines attacked from the eastern edge of the cordon
toward the Suoi Co Ca to relieve the 51st ARVN Reg-
iment which had earlier established blocking positions
at the river.

Over the next four days, the Marine battalions
tightened the cordon as they advanced. Using probes
fashioned from metal stock especially for Operation
Meade River, the Marines located many caches of
enemy arms and supplies. Enemy troops attempted to
evade at night, but almost continuous flare illumina-
tion and Marine ambushes turned them back. When
engaged, the enemy would break contact and flee. Cap-
tain James F. Foster, the commander of Company A,
Ist Battalion, 7th Marines, later related that his
Marines not only found several enemy caches, but also
captured “13 North Vietnamese soldiers who all had
automatic weapons and a large amount of South Viet-
namese Piasters.”s?

As the cordon grew smaller, fire support coordina-
tion problems grew larger. Units in contact with the
enemy often experienced interruptions in fire support
caused by interference from neighboring units. Worse
still, the close quarters created by seven battalions in a
constantly shrinking area resulted in severe safety
problems and occasional instances of friendly fire
impacting Marine positions. One unit reported, “con-
tinuing problems with friendly artillery fire which
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South Vietnamese Maj Tran Phouc Xang, a battalion commander with the 515t ARVN Regiment,
hatless in the left center of the picture, tries to explain to Vietnamese villagers why they have to be
evacuated from their homes during Operation Meade River.

inflicted casualties, destroyed confidence in the sup-
porting units, and lowered morale.”>8

On 28 November, Thanksgiving Day, BLT 2/26 and
the 2d Battalion Sth Marines reached the Suoi Co Ca.
On the same day, the 3d Battalion, 26th Marines which
had been helilifted earlier into the southern Dodge City
area, relieved the 3d Battalion, Sth Marines along
Route 4. The latter battalion was then to attack north
toward a series of phase lines between the railroad berm
and Suoi Co Ca. Lieutenant Colonel John W. P. Robert-
son, the commander of the 3d Battalion, 26th Marines,
remembered that his unit “enjoyed” a Thanksgiving
dinner of turkey loaf and prepared to follow the 3d Bat-
talion, Sth Marines in the attack 5

At midnight on the 28th, Marine artillery began a
heavy and concentrated barrage on the now greatly
diminished area within the cordon. Following six
hours of intense artillery fire, PsyOps teams used
loudspeakers in an attempt to convince the enemy to
surrender or rally. The broadcasts continued for an

hour between 0600 and 0700 on the morning of 29
November and painted a grim, but true picture:

Why is your unit still surrounded? Why have your
leaders found no way for you to escape? There is no way
to escape. North, south, east, and west, you are com-
pletely surrounded and the circle is getting smaller.
Today, you cannot go a thousand meters in any direc-
tion. Tomorrow, will you be killed in your bunker?
Tomorrow, will your legs be blown from your body and
will you die in a hole in the ground far from your home?

There is a way to avoid being killed. Many of your
friends have become Hoi Chanh [ralliers}; surrender
today, or will you be killed tomorrow?

For awhile, now, the artillery and bombs will stop
falling. Put down your weapons, pick up your wounded
comrades and Chieu Hoi [rallyl. Your wounded will
receive medical treatment and you will not be harmed.

You are completely surrounded. You cannot move a
thousand meters in any direction. Will you Chieu Hoi
today or die tomorrow? Chieu Hoi now, while the
bombs and artillery are stopped for a litcle while.6®
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The enemy troops were unimpressed by the broad-
casts. As the lst Marines reported, “they chose to
fight.”6t

After the broadcasts, the 3d Battalion, Sth Marines
launched its attack. Although the enemy resisted in
isolated groups, clearing even small fortified positions
was dangerous and difficule. It took the Marine bat-
talion the entire day of 29 November to secure the
first objective, Phase Line Alpha, about 800 to 1,000
meters above Route 4.62

On 30 November, the 3d Battalion, Sch Marines
continued its northward advance, reaching Phase
Line Bravo, where the area between the railroad berm
and the Suoi Co Ca becomes narrow, constricting
maneuver and furcher compounding fire support
coordination problems. Still, the blocking forces on
the eastern bank of the river, BIT 2/26 and the 2d
Battalion 5th Marines ambushed and took under fire
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enemy troops attempting to avoid the tightening cor-
don. Marines called nightly upon Air Force AC—47
gunships to add their deadly fires to those of the
Marines on the ground. Lieutenant Colonel Stemple,
the 2d Battalion, Sth Marines commander, remem-
bered that enemy troops tried to swim the river at
night to escape to the south.63

On 1 December, about two kilometers north of
Route 4 and just above Phase Line Bravo, at a small
bend in the Suoi Co Ca which would become known
as the “Hook,” the 3d Battalion, 5th Marines ran
into a strong bunker complex. As the 1st Marines
reported, “the Hook was not to be taken in a few
hours. The enemy fire from well entrenched, rein-
forced bunkers was devastating.” In the first
encounter, Company L sustained 2 dead and 28
wounded. The Marine battalion pulled back and
called for artillery and air support.64

An aerial view of the bend of the Suoi Co Ca River, called the “Hook” by the Marines, makes it
obvious how the “Hook,” like the Horseshow obtained its name.

Photo is from the Col Robert G. Lauffer, USMC (Ret), Collection
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The fighting for the Hook would continue for the
next four days. On 2 December, even after heavy air
and ground bombardment, the 3d Battalion, 5th
Marines failed to make any headway against the North
Vietnamese defenders. That evening the battalion
commander, Lieutenant Colonel Harry E. Atkinson,
left one company to isolate the Hook, while the rest of
the battalion moved north another 1,000 meters to
Phase Line Charlie. On 3 December, the 3d Battalion,
26th Marines advanced from Route 4 to Phase Line
Bravo to continue the attack on the Hook.%

Lieutenant Colonel Robertson, the battalion com-
mander, recalled that Colonel Lauffer, the 1st Marines
commander, took him and his battalion operations offi-
cer up in a helicopter to make an aerial reconnaissance
of the enemy defenses there. According to Robertson,
he saw a tremendous bunker and trench complex and
it was obvious that the only stratagem was to enfilade
the area and then make the final assault on the Hook
defenses from the rear. With continuing heavy resis-
tance, the Marines again called upon air and artillery,
using 750-pound bombs, napalm, and “danger close
supporting arms.” Across the Suoi Co Ca, the 2d Bat-
talion, Sth Marines pulled back and dug into the soft
mud, but Lieutenant Colonel Stemple, the battalion
commander, remembered that the exploding bombs
from across the river covered his Marines with debris.
After the aerial bombardment, an artillery officer,
according to Stemple, suggested and Colonel Lauffer
approved, “the pin-point destruction of the bunkers
using a single 8-inch artillery piece, controlled by an
airborne spoteer.”¢

With the supporting destructive fires, Company I
punched its way into the Hook and by nightfall on 4
December, the battalion had maneuvered to the rear
of the bunker complex. After continuing artillery
support and airstrikes through the nighe, at first
light the next morning, the “field commander and I
Corps Commander both taped broadcasts to entice
the enemy out . . . .” With only a few takers, the 3d
Battalion prepared its final assaule. After fixed-wing
aircraft gave the defenders a final dousing of napalm
and bombs, the battalion overran the position. The
heavy preparation fires had done the job. Without a
single casualty, the 3d Battalion, 26th Marines
seized the objective, where the Marines, according to
differing reports, found 75 to 100 enemy dead and
pulled out some 5 to 15 prisoners from “partially
destroyed tunnels and bunkers.”¢’

With the securing of the Hook, the 3d Battalion,
Sth Marines started a sweep to the west and Robert-

son’s battalion prepared to take its place on Phase Line
Charlie. At the same time, the changing shape of the
cordon squeezed out the two battalions on the eastern
side of the Suoi Co Ca, the 2d Battalion, Sth Marines
and BLT 2/26. The latter battalion except for its Com-
pany E departed the area of operations and Lieutenant
Colonel Stemple ordered his 2d Bartcalion, Sth
Marines to prepare for helicopter extraction and the
recurn to An Hoa 68

Captain Ronald J. Drez’ Company H, on the 2d
Bartalion’s southern flank, waited for the lifc. After 15
days of what had been, for them, a very unexciting
operation, the Hotel Company Marines were anxious
to return to the base. They sat eating C—rations and
idling away the time until the helicopters arrived. At
1400, Stemple radioed Drez, ordering him to prepare
his company, not to return to base, but to conduct a
helicopter-borne assault under the operational control
of the 3d Battalion, 26th Marines. Even more startling,
Drez learned that the assault lift was to begin in five
minutes! Lieutenant Colonel Stemple later remem-
bered that he selected Drez’ company since it was clos-
est to the 3d Batealion. He made the turnover just as
the rest of his unit departed the area.®

Drez and his company gunnery setgeant quickly
put together a plan for what Drez later characterized as
one of the “shortest tactical aitlifts in history.”7 The 1st
Marine Aircraft Wing helicopters which lifted the still
surprised Company H Marines from the eastern bank
of the Suoi Co Ca set them down again less than 1,000
meters away. At about the same time, helicopters also
brought in Captain James E. Foster’s Company A, 1st
Bactalion, 7th Marines, which “landed in a ‘hot’ land-
ing zone, dispatched the enemy” and took up positions
west of Company H.”

Lieutenant Colonel Robertson’s 3d Battalion, 26th
Marines, now reinforced with two additional compa-
nies, lined up with five companies abreast to continue
the move to Phase Line Charlie. In the meantime,
Company E, BLT 2/26, which had been under the
operational control of the 3d Battalion, 5th Marines
remained in “a reconnoitering role” north of the Phase
Line. On the 6th, while the 3d Battalion, 26th Marines
reached Phase Line Charlie without incident, Compa-
ny E encountered strong NVA forces in a bunker com-
plex that the Marines called the “Northern Bunker
Complex,” about 1,000 meters to the north, just below
the La Tho River. The company remained in position
until first light che next morning and then crossed the
La Tho River and joined the 1st Battalion, 1st Marines
in blocking positions there.?2
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Aerial view of the Northern Bunker Complex reveals its location just below the La Tho River,
near the top of the picture. This was the scene of some of the beaviest fighting during Meade River.

On the 7th, the 3d Barttalion, 26th Marines
launched 1ts assault into the Northern Bunker
Complex. Companies I, K, and L, maintaining
their line, swung to the left like a huge door, piv-
oting on Company H, Sth Marines and formed the
battalion 1n a giant inverted “L.” With the railroad
berm on their left and a three-company blocking
position on their right, Company A, 7th Marines
and Drez’ Company H launched a frontal attack.
Soon, the Marines ran headlong into stiff enemy
resistance. Company H made contact in a cemetery
where North Vietnamese troops fighting from two
pagodas laid down heavy fire. Much of the ground
was under water, forming a quagmire through
which the Marines were unable to maneuver. On

the left flank, NVA units in a fortified hamlet
opened fire on Company A and casualties began to
mount. Soon, 10 Marines were dead and another 23
were wounded. Under the intense fire, the attack-
ing companies recovered their wounded only with
great difficuley. Both companties halted, dug in for
the night, and called for preparation fires. After
dark, volunteers moved forward to recover the
dead. Captain Foster, the commander of Company
A, recalled that he, six Marines, and a Navy corps-
man participated in the recovery of the dead and
the wounded of his company. According to Foster,
the Navy corpsman continued treating casualties
although wounded himself and was among the last
to be evacuated.”
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Having had a taste of the enemy’s tenacious defense,
the Marines prepared themselves for the coming battle.
Captain Drez remembered that:

We dug in and prepared for what we knew would be a
real hard push the next day. The enemy had shown them-
selves to be there in force, and they also showed that they
were not going to give up easy. The word came down from
battalion that we could expect . . . the 34 Battalion, 36th
NVA Regiment to die fighting. They had shown no incli-
nation to surrender or to become Hoi Chanhs [ralliers}.
They were good, hard North Vietnamese Army troops.”

At 1120 on the 8th, the 3d Battalion, 26th
Marines attacked to the north with five companies
abreast. The 2d Troop, 4th ARVN Cavalry, which
had arrived the previous evening, consisting of 12
armored personnel carriers (APCs), reinforced the
Marine assault. In their path, the Marines reported
79 dead North Vietnamese near the site of the previ-
ous day’s battle. When Company H reached a rice
paddy a few hundred meters from their starting
point, Communist troops hidden in a treeline sud-
denly opened fire, trapping Marines in the paddy.
For 30 minutes, the Marines returned fire individu-
ally, then began moving in small groups toward a
large bunker which appeared to be the linchpin of
the Communist defenses. Just beyond the bunker
and treeline, they could see the Song La Tho, on the
other side of which the 1st Battalion, 1st Marines
remained in its blocking position.”s

The Marines requested air support. Because of the
proximity of the 1st Battalion, 1st Marines, the aircraft
had difficulty attacking targets without endangering
friendly troops. In one instance, a napalm bomb
impacted directly on Company H, but miraculously
bounced safely away before detonating. Captain
George B. Meegan, the commander of Company L,
26th Marines in another sector, recalled that a “napalm
strike landed” by his 1st Platoon and that several
Marines sustained minor burns.7s Neither the airstrikes
nor mortar and 3.5-inch rocket fire overcame the
enemy resistance.

When supporting arms failed to silence the enemy
in the bunker facing him, Captain Drez requested
Lieutenant Colonel Robertson to provide him with
some of the ARVN APCs. The APCs arrived, armed
with recoilless rifles, and halted in the rice paddy.
According to Drez, however, the ARVN refused to
help. Instead, Drez had his attached combat engineer,
Private First Class Michael A. Emmons, jerryrig a
satchel charge consisting of C—4, hand grenades, two
3.5-inch rockets, and a five-second fuze. With the

assistance of another Marine, they carried the satchel
charge to the top of the bunker where Drez lit the fuze
and Emmons flipped the charge through an embrasure.
When the others ran, Emmons momentarily remained
atop the bunker. The explosion tossed him into the air,
but he landed unhurt.* The blast smashed the bunker,
killing all but one of the North Vietnamese inside. The
Marines reported 39 enemy dead and 1 prisoner in the
vicinity of the bunkers.”?

The other attacking companies also had their share
of fighting. Captain Foster's Company A overran an
enemy fortified position containing 12 bunkers and
30 covered fighting holes, reporting 47 North Viet-
namese dead. Several hours later, Company A
attacked and killed nearly 20 North Vietnamese in a
firefight which ended with 6 Marines dead and 12
wounded. Late in the afternoon, Captain Meegan’s
Company L engaged an enemy platoon. In a short,
but fierce encounter, Lima Company accounted for
another reported 15 enemy killed, at a cost of 5
Marines dead and 11 wounded.’s

The combat on 8 December was so intense that
some senior Marines said that it was “the fiercest
fighting they had ever seen.””> That night Staff
Sergeant Karl G. Taylor of Company I led a rescue
effort to relieve the company’s lead platoon, cut off
by enemy fire. After his Marines took out several of
the most severely wounded, Sergeant Taylor
returned with another four volunteers to reach yet
another group of seriously wounded men lying
near an enemy machine gun position. Finding the
position too strong, Taylor told his Marines to go
back and then armed with a grenade launcher
charged across the open paddy. Although wounded
several times, Sergeant Taylor silenced the enemy
weapon. The sergeant was posthumously awarded
the Medal of Honor.s

On the morning of 9 December, the enemy still
occupied a narrow strip of ground between the 3d Bat-
talion, 26th Marines and the Song La Tho. It would
take another push to finish the job.

After supporting arms, including the battleship
New Jersey lying off the coast with its 16-inch guns,
bombarded the enemy’s last remaining toehold all
night and most of the morning, the 3d Battalion
launched its final drive ac 1000 on the 9th. The
Marines assaulted violently, yet methodically, destroy-
ing and searching every bunker and fighting hole in
their path. Enemy resistance was tenacious, but lacked

*Emmons was later awarded a Silver Star Medal for his action.
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Photo from the Abel Collection
Marine engineer LCpl Jervy Kanone runs a detonating cord
from a charge placed inside an enemy bunker that can be seen
at the right of the picture.

the organization encountered earlier. Lieutenant
Colonel Robertson credited the ARVN 2d Troop, 4th
ARVN Cavalry with their APCs in providing the nec-
essary shock action to break the final N'VA resistance 81*
It was apparent that the fighting had taken its toll on
the NVA. Collapsed bunkers and scores of dead North
Vietnamese gave evidence of the ferocity of the fight-
ing. Within some bunkers, the Marines found stacks of
enemy bodies. Other dead were undoubtedly buried
under the rubble of their destroyed bunkers.s2
Company A was first to shoot its way through the
North Vietnamese and reach the river. Captain Foster,
the Company A commander, later wrote that his
Marines chased “the enemy at a sprint into the Song La

*The role thac the ARVN APC croop played still remains a mateer
of controversy. Captain Drez complained that the ARVN failed to come
to his aid on 8 December and then claimed credit for parcicipating in
the battle by reporting che serial numbers of captured weapons. Mr.
Ronald J. Drez intvw, 29Mar89, Tape 6512 (Oral HistColl, MCHC).
Captain George B. Meegan, the commander of Company L, 3d Batcal-
ion, 26¢h Marines in his comments supported Captain Drez, writing
“the same APCs milled around [che] L/3/26 position {on che] last day
and then claimed credit for NVA dead that had been killed the previ-
ous evening by my machine gunner . . . .” Capc George B. Meegan,
Comments on draft, ded 2Nov94 (Vietcnam Comment File).
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Tho . . . [and a} ‘turkey shoot’ ensued.”8s Company H
followed shortly afterward, killing a reported 9 enemy
only 20 meters from the river's banks. The battalion
swept through the Communist stronghold thoroughly,
tabulating 130 dead North Vietnamese—some killed
during the preceding days—and took 8 prisoners. Cap-
tain Meegan, the Company L commander, remem-
bered that one of his platoons captured an enemy war-
rant officer who told the Marines that it took him six
months to reach the Dodge City sector#!

At 1800, 9 December, the 1st Marines terminated
Operation Meade River. What had begun as a giant
“County Fair” had turned into a major battle pitting
determined Marines in the assault against equally
determined North Vietnamese soldiers defending from
heavily fortified positions.

According to Marine sources, the immediate, tangi-
ble results of Operation Meade River included 1,023
enemy dead, 123 prisoners, and 6 ralliers.** Intelli-
gence personnel, working with South Vietnamese
police, questioned 2,663 civilians, identifying 71
members of the VC political infrastructure. The
attacking Marines destroyed 360 bunkers and captured
20 tons of rice. The price the Marines paid for their
success was high, 108 dead and 510 wounded. The
ARVN sustained 2 killed and 37 wounded. In a mes-
sage to General Cushman, General Youngdale specu-
lated that . . . these results should signify the end of
the enemy’s stranglehold on the Dodge City Area.”ss

The aftermath of Operation Meade River, however,
is more a statement on the nature of counterinsurgency.
After the other units departed the area, the 1st Battal-
ion, 1st Marines crossed the Song La Tho into Dodge
City to exploit the success of the operation. By 11
December, the battalion added to its tabulation of
enemy dead, 20 more North Vietnamese while taking
1 prisoner. A week later, patrols observed an increase in
sniper fire. As 1968 ended, the 1st Marine Division
reported that “. . . the enemy is persistent. By the end
of {December] he had reoccupied the Meade River

*¥Records disagree on the number of enemy casualties. Figures in che
text are from FMFPac, MarOpsV, Nov68, p. 3; 1st MarDiv ComdC,
Dec68, p. 17; 1st Mar ComdC, Dec68, p. II-C—4, S; 1st Mar AAR, Meade
River. Ocher reports were prepared so soon after the end of the operation
(in one case, only 57 minutes later) that they did not include enemy dead
later found on che bacclefield. See 1s¢ MarDiv SicRep No. 78, Opn Meade
River, in 1st MarDiv Operation SitReps. Lieutenanc Colonel Merrill L.
Bartlett, who served as commander of the 13ch Incerrogacion and Transla-
tion Team, commented that he personally believed some of the scacistics
were “suspect, especially the number of enemy captives.” He believed chat
many of che prisoners listed as VC POW's were eicher Viecnamese civilians
or possibly members of the VC infrascruccure. Bartlece Comments.
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One can see the formidable nature of the enemy bunkers with their reinforced timbers that the Marines
encountered during Meade River. This bunker was in the Hook sector.

area, and gave indications of again preparing for a
thrust against Dien Ban/Hoi An and Da Nang . .. "%

By that time, though, the st Marine Division had
turned its attention to another operation. Far to the
west, a new subordinate command of the division was
to strike at a major enemy base area in an operation
named Taylor Common.

Operation Taylor Common

As Operation Meade River ground to a close,
MACV ordered a strike into Base Area 112, the rugged
mountainous region southwest of the Arizona Territo-
ry, between the Song Thu Bon and the Song Cai. Base
Area 112 was a staging and logistic base for enemy
units operating in southern Quang Nam Province.
Multi-layered jungle canopy 70-feet thick concealed an
estimated 7,000 North Vietnamese troops of the 215
Regiment, the 3d Battalion, 68B Rocket Regiment, and the
2d Battalion, 1415t Regiment, as well as support and
headquarters units.s”

Under the codename Operation Taylor Common,
Brigadier General Ross T. Dwyer, Jt., one of the two
assistant division commanders, would form and com-

mand an ad hoc organization under the lst Marine
Division, dubbed Task Force Yankee.* The Task Force
was built around Colonel James B. Ord’s Sth Marines,
which would include BLT 2/7, with the normal com-
plement of supporting organizations. Lieutenant
Colonel Raymond B. Ingrandos 1st Field Artillery
Group served as the higher headquarters for a force of
two direct support artillery battalions and elements of
other units, including 8-inch howitzers, 155mm guns,
and 175mm guns.®

*General Dwyer, who as a colonel commanded the 1st Marines
until 14 August, became a 1st Marine Division ADC on 15 August
upon his promotion to brigadier general. Brigadier General Carl W.
Hoffman on 18 August became the second ADC with the division.
General Hoffman was previously an ADC with the 3d Marine Division
until his transfer to the 1st Marine Division. Hoffman while wich che
1st Marine Division served in a dual capacity as G—=3 or operations offi-
cer for III MAF. He later wrote that Major General Ormond R. Simp-
son, who relieved General Youngdale as division commander on 21
December 1968, called him [Hoffman], “his phantom ADC.” General
Youngdale on that date relieved Major General Rathvon McC. Tonip-
kins as Deputy Commanding General, 1l MAF. See Command and
Staff list and MajGen Carl W. Hoffman, Comments on draft, ded
15Dec94 (Vietnam Comment File).
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On 6 December, General Dwyer issued the order
launching Operation Taylor Common. The task force’s
misston was to “neutralize” Base Area 112 and to
develop Fire Support Bases (FSBs) to interdict Com-
munist infilcration routes leading from the Laotian
border. The plan included three phases. The first step
was to be a search and clear operation to ensure that An
Hoa was secure. Units of the rask force, in coordination
with the ARVN 1st Ranger Group would sweep the
Arizona Territory and the area between Liberty Bridge
and An Hoa. In the second phase, TF Yankee would
penetrate Base Area 112, establish a series of fire sup-
port bases in the eastern half of the area, and begin
reconnaissance-in-force operations to locate and destroy
the enemy. Phase three was to be an extension of the
second phase, with Marine battalions operating out to
the western edge of Base Area 112 in search of enemy
units and facilicies 8

In order to free the 5th Marines for assignment to
TF Yankee, the 1st Marine Division ended operation
Henderson Hill ac midnighe, on 6 December. Exactly

one minute later, Operation Taylor Common began.®

At 0830, Marine Medium Helicopter Squadrons
165 and 364 delivered BLT 2/7 to the Arizona Terri-
tory to act as a blocking force for the 1st ARVN
Ranger Group. Other units, including the 1st Battal-
ion, Sth Marines, were already in the field when che
operation began. To these Marines, the fact thac
Operation Henderson Hill had given way to Opera-
tion Taylor Common made little difference, at least
initially, for the mission of the units around An Hoa
remained the same as before. Having completed
Operation Meade River, the 2d and 3d Barralions of
the 5th Marines departed Dodge City, sweeping the
area from Liberty Bridge to the hills south and south-
west of An Hoa. Lieutenant Colonel Stemple recalled
that during this sweep his Company G “flushed a
group of six Vietnamese in civilian clothes.” The
company commander sent a platoon to investigare.
As the Marines approached, someone among the
Vietnamese fired a weapon. The troops dropped to
the ground, but soon discovered they were not the
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target. When the shots ended, one of the Vietnamese
stood up with his hands in the air. The other five were
dead, killed “execution style by a bullet to the back of
the head, apparently while in a kneeling position.”
The sole survivor refused to answer any questions,
but, according to Stemple, his “manner and dress
indicated that this was not a run-of-the-mill local
VC.” The battalion commander later learned thar his
prisoner turned out to be the chief political officer of
the North Vietnamese Command Group 4.9

Starting on 11 December, a major reshuffling of III
MAF units occurred as a result of Operation Taylor
Common. The requirement to penetrate and “neutral-
1ze” the vast reaches of Base Area 112, while simulta-
neously maintaining the security of the Da Nang
TAOR, called for the employment of a large force.
With the 27th Marines no longer in Vietnam, the st

In a formal change of command ceremony, MajGen Ormond
R. Simpson, left, accepts the colors of the 15t Marine Divi-
sion from bis predecessor as division commander, MajGen
Carl A. Youngdale. Gen Youngdale became the Deputy

Commander, I11 MAF.
Photo from the Abel Collection

Marine Division did not have enough units to accom-
plish both tasks. To assist in the effort, General Cush-
man ordered Colonel Michael M. Spark’s 3d Marines
to redeploy from Quang Tri Province to Quang Nam.
General Raymond G. Davis’ success in reducing the
3d Marine Division’s requirement for fixed garrisons
by employing his forces in mobile operations made
this move possible.s2

Colonel Spark’s headquarters moved to An Hoa on
9 December, ahead of the regiment’s subordinate bat-
talions. The plan called for the 3d Marines to conduct
the actual penetration of Base Area 112 while the 5th
Marines secured An Hoa. As the enemy situation
around An Hoa did not indicate the need for a full reg-
iment to protect the base, General Dwyer ordered ele-
ments of the 5th Marines placed under Colonel Spark’s
control. Lieutenant Colonel Harry E. Atkinson’s 3d
Barralion reported on 11 December and became the
first unit to penetrate Base Area 112 during Operation
Taylor Common .9

On the morning of the 11th, artillery and aircraft
blasted and bombed Hill 575, about eight kilometers
southwest of An Hoa, in an attempt to create a suitable
landing zone in the heavily forested terrain. When the
fires lifted, some trees remained, so a platoon from
Company B, 3d Engineer Battalion and a platoon from
Company K, 5th Marines rappelled from helicopters
into the LZ to complete the job. At 0950, the rest of
Company K landed and the Marines set to work devel-
oping the hilltop into what would be called FSB Lance,
part of Dwyer’s planned network of fire support bases
from which TF Yankee units could range throughout
Base Area 112.94

Two days later, on the 13th, Spark assumed control
of Lieutenant Colonel Stemple’s 2d Battalion, 5th
Marines. Again a platoon of Company B, 1st Engi-
neers Battalion accompanied this time by a platoon
from Stemple’s Company E rappelled onto a hilltop
near the southwest corner of the Arizona Territory and
blasted out an LZ. By evening, the rest of the 2d Bat-
talion had landed and was busy establishing FSB Pike.
Just as in the landings at FSB Lance, there was no
enemy resistance.9

‘The organic units of the 3d Marines began arriving
in Quang Nam on 13 December. By the following day,
both the 1st and 3d Battalions were at An Hoa, prepar-
ing to enter Base Area 112.9

Meanwhile, TF Yankee was employing a new
weapon to prepare LZs for the introduction of the
newly arrived battalions. The M—121 Combar Trap
was a 10,000 pound bomb which parachuted to the
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Both photos from the Abel Collection

Top, Marine engineers have just cleared with explosives a landing zone for Operation Taylor Com-
mon 10 take place in Base Area 112 in the rugged terrain southwest of An Hoa. After the “big blast”
some stubborn trees and brush remain to be cleared. Below, artillerymen from the 11th Mavrines at
Fire Support Base Lance watch as a Sikorsky CH-53 Sea Stallion brings in ammunition. A

105mm howitzer can be seen in the foreground.

earth and detonated over a potential LZ at a height
which would blow down trees without creating a
crater. General Dwyer personally directed this experi-
mental operation from a helicopter. Air Force C-130s
dropped the M—121s from high altitude, aiming for
small hilltops selected by Dwyer and his staff. In terms
of explosive power, the Combat Traps proved impres-
sive. In General Dwyer’s words, “. . . it looked like a
mini-nuclear weapon burst. The concussion rocked us
in the helicopter. . . . it just really blew down this high,
hundred foot canopy. . . .”97 Accuracy, however, left
something to be desired. Although some near misses
still created marginally suitable LZs, Dwyer concluded
that the technique was of little use in situations requit-
ing pinpoint accuracy. TF Yankee returned to the
proven technique of bringing in low-flying attack air-
craft with heavy ordnance, followed by engineers with
chain saws and explosives to finish the job.%

With help from the indispensable Company B, 3d
Engineer Battalion, the 1st Battalion, 3d Marines
landed, unopposed, atop Hill 558 on 15 December. A
steep prominence four kilometers west of the recent-
ly established FSB Lance, Hill 558 was, by then,
awash in a sea of splintered timber, the results of
numerous M—121 near-misses. Following the pattern
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Photo courtesy of Col James W. Stemple, USMC (Ret)

Gen Leonard E Chapman, Commandant of the Marine Corps, at right with back to tree, receives a
briefing on use of Scout Dogs during Operation Taylor Common at Fire Support Base Pike on Christ-
mas Day, 1968. Other officers in the picture are, from left: LtCol James W. Stemple, commander of
the 2d Battalion, 5th Marines; BGen Ross T. Dwyer, Jr., CG of TF Yankee; Col James B. Ord, com-
mander of the 5Sth Marines (standing); and MajGen Carl A. Youngdale, Deputy Commander, 111
MAF (seated). Col Michael M. Spark, commander of the 3d Marines, has his back to the camera.

previously established, the battalion began construct-
ing FSB Spear atop the hill. With Fire Support Bases
Lance and Pike, FSB Spear formed the point of a tri-
angle which extended TF Yankee's thrust ever deeper
into the heart of Base Area 112.%

Northeast of Base Area 112, the 1st Bartalion, 5th
Marines and BLT 2/7 maintained the security of An
Hoa through constant patrolling. Having accomplished
its blocking force mission in the Arizona Territory, BLT
2/7 conducted a helicopter assault into an LZ near the
western end of Go Noi Island, at the edge of the huge
Taylor Common area of operations. The 1st Battalion,
5th Marines patrolled in the vicinity of An Hoa, fre-
quently encountering small groups of the enemy. 10

TF Yankee completed the initial penetration of Base
Area 112 on 18 December, when the 3d Battalion, 3d
Marines mounted a helicopter-borne assault on Hill
375, about four kilometers south of FSB Spear. After
scoring yet another unopposed landing for the task
force, the battalion began developing the hilltop as
Combat Operations Base (COB) Mace.*

The four batralions ensconced in the eastern half of
Base Area 112 began a program of saturation
patrolling and reconnaissance-in-force operations,
depending upon helicopters alone for all logistic sup-

* A Combat Operations Base differed from a Fire Support Base,
primarily, in not having any artillery.
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port. Fortunately, the seasonal monsoon did not devel-
op, and incoming loads totalled some 250 tons per day,
which were dispersed among the units at bases and
those on patrol. General Dwyer later characterized the
helicopter support during the operation as “a mixed
performance,” noting numerous instances of perfor-
mance that was less than adequate. In the final analy-
sis, however, he allowed that, “. . . the net effect was:
We had plenty of artillery, plenty of food, plenty of
ammunition. . . .”101*

Throughout the last half of December, units of the
3d Marines searched the eastern half of Base Area
112, frequently finding signs of the enemy’s recent
presence, but only rarely encountering Communist
troops. The area included scores of NVA rest camps,
kitchens, small unit headquarters, surgical facilities,
and even apparent prisons (or POW holding areas),
all abandoned. Usually, the Marines found enemy
graves, small quantities of stored food, weapons,
ammunition, medical supplies, or documents. Occa-
sionally, patrols engaged small groups of North Viet-

*Colonel Stemple, the commander of the 2d Battalion, Sth
Marines, remembered that while his unit established itself on Fire Sup-
port Base Pike and the battalion was in the process of building ammu-
nition storage revetments there he was told that a large number of heli-
copters was to bring in the next day the entire ammunition storage level
to Pike. According to Stemple, he protested the order, stating that the
ammunition dumps were far from ready. Nevertheless, the following
morning, “a literal daisy chain of helicopters” brought in heavily laden
cargo nets filled “with 155mm artillery shells and boxes of green and
white bag gun powder for the 155s and boxes of 105 and 81mm mor-
tar ammunition.” With the operation in full swing, enemy rocketeers
took the base under fire. Two rockets landed in one of the revetments
containing 155mm gun powder. The battalion commander related the
“resulting explosion was visible for miles around and secondary explo-
sions rocked the fire support base.” Miraculously only one Marine was
killed. A Marine and Army ordnance disposal team deemed tons of the
ammunition as unstable which had to be then helilifted to facilicies at
Da Nang. Colonel Stemple remembered that, “the ammunition stock
levels at the support base were reduced and the stocking completed as
safe storage was completed.” Stemple Comments.
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namese or Viet Cong, but no major contacts devel-
oped. Lieutenant Colonel Stemple remembered that
his F and H Companies, 2d Battalion, 5th Marines
during patrols on a slope west and south of FSB Pike
had “sharp short engagements with small NVA
units.” According to Stemple, he initially assigned
two scout dog teamns to each company in this triple
canopy terrain “to sniff out any enemy to the front or
flank.” Because of the restricted visibility, the advan-
tage lay with the side who spotted the other first. The
battalion commander stated that the North Viet-
namese very quickly observed that it was to their ben-
efit to kill the dogs before shooting at Marines. In late
December, he recalled that he had the opportunity to
make his case for more dogs during a visit to Vietnam
by the Commandant of the Marine Corps General
Leonard F. Chapman. The flow of scout dogs to the
combat units soon increased and that in the later
stages of Taylor Common, Stemple assigned three
dogs to a company.102

The second phase of Operation Taylor Common
ended with 1968 on New Year’s Eve. During the third
and final phase of the operation, which lasted until
March, TF Yankee pushed west to within 30 kilome-
ters of Laos, finally encountering more enemy troops.*
The task force accomplished its mission by locating
and destroying the enemy logistics infrastructure in
Base Area 112. Although Operation Taylor Common
did not attract a great deal of attention—owing this,
thought General Dwyer, to the remoteness of the
AO—it was a successful large, mobile operation. The
multi-regiment task force, operating far from its per-
manent bases, carried III MAF offensive striking power
deep into enemy territory, using much the same tactics
as that of the 3d Marine Division in the north.

**For a complete treatment of the closing phase of Operation
Taylor Common, see Charles R. Smith, U.S. Marines in Vietnam, 1969.
High Mobility and Standdown (Washington, D.C.: Hist&MusDiv,
HQMC, 1988), pp. 88-102.



CHAPTER 22
The 3d Division’s Labors Bear Fruit

Elimination of the Infrastructure—Rough Soldiering—Thua Thien and the End of the Year

The 3d Marine Division’s persistent mobile offen-
sive during the autumn forced the enemy back into his
base areas in the hinterlands and the sanctuaries of
North Vietnam and Laos. The withdrawal, motivated
more by necessity than by choice, nevertheless, afford-
ed the enemy an opportunity to refurbish his consis-
tently outmaneuvered and battle-depleted combat
units. Hampered both by heavier than normal mon-
soon rains during September and October and the
offensive mobility of the 3d Division, the enemy,
nonetheless, retained the capability for harassing
attacks against allied installations and population cen-
ters. He also could still initiate a major offensive
against the South by marshalling his forces positioned
north of the DMZ.

The Government of South Vietnam, with United
States assistance, instituted a country-wide accelerat-
ed pacification (Le Loi) campaign, on 1 November,
designed to drive the enemy from populated areas
and provide extra momentum to the 1968 Revolu-
tionary Development Program. The purpose of the
campaign was to organize government functions,
establish self-help projects, bolster local security, and
eliminate the Viet Cong infrastructure in a number of
selected hamlets.

The inauguration of the Government’s wide-rang-
ing pacification campaign coupled with the withdraw-
al north in late October of the three regiments of the
320th NVA Division, as well as the 138¢h and 270th
NVA Regiments, now allowed the 3d Marine Division to
turn a large portion of its efforts toward implementing
and expanding the pacification initiative. In the
province’s populated coastal lowlands and piedmont,
the 3d Division, and forces under its control, would
seek out those elements actively attempting to disrupt
the campaign. At the same time, it continued the bold
employment of Marine infantry in the mountainous
jungles to the west.

Elimination of the Infrastructure

The departure of the 1st Cavalry Division from
northern I Corps in early November forced a realign-
ment of forces in the division’s eastern area and a reduc-

tion in the commitment to the anti-infiltration system
along the DMZ. On 1 November, the 1st Brigade, 5th
Infantry (Mechanized), under the command of U.S.
Army Colonel James M. Gibson, was directed to move
from the Kentucky atea of operations into an area near
Quang Tri City. The new area, labeled Napoleon-Saline
11, incorporated all of the former Napoleon-Saline area,
centered on Cua Viet, and the northern, or Quang Tri,
portion of the cavalry divisions area of operations.
Lieutenant Colonel George E Meyers’ 1st Amphibian
Tractor Battalion, as a result, was placed under the
operational control of the brigade and continued search
operations in the former Napoleon-Saline area, now
designated Area of Operations Green. Lieutenant
Colonel George E. Hayward’s 3d Tank Battalion,
which had been operating in the Napoleon-Saline area,
was put in direct support of the 3d Marines, which
assumed control of the Kentucky area.

With the evacuation of the 1st Brigade from posi-
tions just south of the DMZ, General Cushman
requested and received authority from General Abrams
to close the strongpoints at A-3 and C-3.! The two
outposts, part of the Dyemarker strongpoint and trace
system, initially were scheduled to be manned by a
Marine regiment and a reinforced ARVN regiment.
Although all the strongpoints, with the exception of
A-5, had been, or were in the process of being com-
pleted, by mid-June, the 2d ARVN Regiment had
only secured three, A—1, A—2, and C~1. Marine forces
occupied the remaining strongpoints and combat
bases. A revised plan, codenamed Duel Blade, submit-
ted by III MAF on 15 June, called for the ARVN reg-
iment to relieve Marine units at A-3 and A—4 by
December and the elimination of the two westernmost
combat bases. However, in follow-on discussions
between Lieutenant General Cushman and Lieutenant
General Lam, the I Corps Tactical Zone commander,
the Vietnamese general balked at committing ARVN
forces to the two positions until the sensors and inter-
mediate barriers had been installed. Lam instead sug-
gested that two battalions of the 2d Regiment contin-
ue to occupy A-1, A-2, and C-1, while the regiments
remaining two battalions be employed in a mobile role
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with Marine forces along the DMZ. General Cushman
recommended to General Abrams that General Lam’s
suggestion be adopted and that he, General Cushman,
would proceed on the premise that the original concept
be abandoned in favor of a revised, more mobile pos-
ture.2 Although General Abrams subsequently accept-
ed General Cushman’s recommendation, he suggested
that the South Vietnamese should be eased into both
sites after sufficient training.

As ARVN and Marine commands continued their
Duel Blade planning with respect to construction and
specific control procedures, General Abrams on 22
October ordered all construction and planning efforcs
associated with the anti-infiltration effort halted.s The
1 November bombing halt in the DMZ and North
Vietnam, aimed, in part, at restoring the DMZ to0 a
true buffer zone, combined with manpower demands
on U.S. forces in the north, made the strongpoint and
obstacle barrier system no longer feasible.

Under the new concept, still referred to as Duel
Blade, allied forces, supported by air, artillery, and
naval gunfire, would, while maintaining a mobile pos-
ture, actively resist infiltration from the North by
maintaining a comprehensive surveillance effort.
While ground reconnaissance inserts would be a part of
the effort, attended and unatctended detection devices
or sensors would provide a majority of the around-the-
clock capability. By the end of December, the engineers
had implanted three sensor fields in the eastern portion
of the DMZ, south of the Ben Hai River.*

At the same time the American command had
made rapid progress in the defoliation of a 2,000-
meter-wide trace, adjacent to the Laotian border south
of the DMZ, which neared completion, and began
planning to implant sensors in the western area.
Despite these efforts, little evidence existed reflecting
a decline in the enemy’s intention to continue to use
the DMZ for staging troops and supplies, infiltration,
and, north of the Ben Hai, as a sanctuary. Marine
units, nevertheless, were now under standing orders
not to enter the DMZ. .

According to the revised concept, the “A” and “C”
strongpoint sites considered essential would be used as
fire support bases. Those of no value, such as A—3 and
C-3, would be closed. With the departure of General

*Colonel John F. Mitchell recalled that from July to October 1968,
he was given the task of “establishing the 15t Ground Surveillance Sec-
tion” in the 3d Marine Division. According to Mitchell, the group
used sensors with laser technology to track enemy forces. Col John F.
Mitchell, Comments on draft, ded 5Jan95 (Vietnam Comment File).
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Westmoreland 1n June and the launching of more
mobile operations, IIl MAF halted construction and
shifted much of the material set aside for the Duel
Blade effort to the construction of an anti-infilcration
barrier around Da Nang.

The 1st Brigade, 5th Infantry Division moved
south into the populated coastal sand dune and rice
paddy region, covering the districts of Trieu Phong,
Mai Linh, Hai Lang, and Quang Tri City. Here, it
found an area largely devoid of battalion-sized Viet
Cong or North Vietnamese Army units. These units,
having suffered a number of decisive defeats, had
retired west into the jungle-covered mountains border-
ing on Laos. The remaining Viet Cong and Norch Viet-
namese Army forces continued to maintain liaison
with local force units and the VC infrastructure. They
also continued to move rice and other supplies to main
force units further west. These elements included units
of the 808th NVA Battalion which endeavored to rein-
force two local force companies, the C-59 in Trieu
Phong District and the H-99 in Hai Lang District.
These two companies, in an effort to avoid allied cap-
ture, had broken down into small groups of five to six
men and tended to operate with village and hamlet
guerrilla forces, which varied in size from cells to
squads and in some cases platoons. Allied intelligence
estimates placed Viet Cong strength 1n the region,
including infrastructure members, at 4,000. Seventy-
eight of the 234 hamlets within che brigade’s area of
operations were considered to be under Viet Cong con-
trol. Intelligence analysts rated 18 as being contested
and they considered the remainder to be under South
Vietnamese control.

Taking advantage of the absence of Viet Cong and
North Vietnamese main force units, Gibson’s mecha-
nized brigade concentrated on conducting strike
operations. Emphasizing search and clear and cordon
and search operations in cooperation and coordination
with local forces and the 1st ARVN Regiment, whose
area of operation coincided with that of the brigade’s,
Gibson’s troops sought to weed out and destroy the
Viet Cong infrastructure. Organized into two
infantry and one armored task forces, the 1st Brigade
supported the Le Loi campaign and conducted a series
of large-scale cordon and search operations and
deployed numerous patrols, ambushes, and small
“Hunter Killer” teams throughout its new area of
operations during the months of November and
December. In addition, it provided transportation,
hauled construction materials, assisted in road build-
ing, and provided security for the long-awaited reset-
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tlement of coastal fisherman and their families into
the Gia Dang fishing village.

The cordon on Thon My Chanh, which began on 2
November as a transition operation to introduce the
brigade into the area, involved elements of the 1st Bat-
talion, 11th Infantry; lst Battalion, 61st Infantry
(Mechanized); 1st Battalion, 77th Armor; and 4th
Squadron, 12th Cavalty. In coordination with three
battalions of the 1st ARVN Regiment, the brigade
cordoned the village which straddled the Quang Tri
and Thua Thien provincial boundary, while ARVN
infantty and South Vietnamese local forces swept
through the area. On 5 November, Company B, 9th
Marines and Company G, 3d Marines were placed
under the operational control of the brigade and
assigned security duty at Landing Zone Nancy, reliev-
ing other brigade forces which began an extensive cam-
paign of local ambushes and patrols. The Thon My
Chanh cordon ended on 16 November with a total of
60 Viet Cong reported killed, 58 of which were credit-
ed to the 1st ARVN Regiment.

The following day, Companies B, C, and D, 11th
Infantry; Company I, 4th Marines; and Companies B
and C, 9th Marines, in conjunction with two battalions
of the Ist ARVN Regiment, established a cordon
around the Thon Thuong Xa and Thon Mai Dang vil-
lage complex, eight kilometers southeast of Quang Tri
City. The three Marine companies anchored the eastern
portion of the three village cordon and provided secu-
rity for the checkpoint of Route 1. While elements
continued to sweep through the Thon Mai Dang area,
Companies B and C, 9th Marines, working with the 2d
Battalion, 1st ARVN Regiment, established a 360-
degree cordon around the village of Thon Thuong Xa
on the 24th, and sent out patrols in all directions from
the cordon 4 With the end of the cordon on 27 Novem-
ber, the three Marine companies returned to their par-
ent units and like the Thon My Chanh cordon, the 1st
ARVN Regiment garnered the lion’s share of the
enemy killed and weapons captured.

Throughout the first nine days of December, Gib-
son's brigade continued large-scale cordon and search
operations in the rice growing area east of Quang Tri
City at Thon Tra Loc, and in the sand dunes north of Fire
Support Base Tombstone and west of Wunder Beach.
On the 9th, Operation Napoleon-Saline came to an end.
According to Marine sources, the operation which began
at the end of February, when operations Napoleon and
Saline were combined, resulted in the death of more than
3,500 North Vietnamese and Viet Cong troops and the
capture of 831 weapons. Marine, Army, and ARVN loss-
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es were put at 395 killed and 1,680 wounded.

As Napoleon-Saline ended, the brigade moved into
Operation Marshall Mountain. Relying heavily on dis-
mounted infantry units, Gibson’s troopers continued to
operate extensively throughout their assigned area of
operation with elements of the 1st ARVN Regiment
and local Popular and Regional Forces. These com-
bined operations included the integration of Popular
Force squads and platoons into mechanized infantry
and tank platoons, assigning a Popular Force squad to
one tank as a means of transportation and fire support
for the local South Vietnamese. The tank and mecha-
nized infantry platoons would be used as blocking
units while the Popular and Regional Forces searched
an area. Although used elsewhere, the brigade concen-
trated the efforts of these combined search and clear
operations during the remainder of the month on the
area immediately south and west of Quang Tri City to
interdict enemy movement from the piedmont into
the populated coastal lowlands.

In addition to small combined operations, the 1st
Brigade continued to conduct a large number of cor-
dons of suspected Viet Cong-dominated villages and
initiated a series of strike operations in the mountains
to the west. On 20 December, three companies from
the 11th Infantry conducted heliborne assaults into the
southern portion of enemy Base Area 101, but encoun-
tered no sizeable enemy forces. By the end of the
month, all three companies had returned to Fire Sup-
port Base Sharon. The brigade’s activities including
combat operations and civic action projects resulted in
a heightened sense of security throughout the region
and an increase in the effectiveness and fighting spirit
of local Regional and Popular Force platoons.

To the north of Gibson’s brigade, the 1st Amphib-
ian Tractor Battalion, under the command of Lieu-
tenant Colonel George F. Meyers, who was replaced in
mid-November by Lieutenant Colonel Walter W.
Damewood, Jr., continued to conduct an extensive pro-
gram of combat patrols, and ambushes throughout the
Green area of operations. First Lieutenant Peter N.
Schneider’s Company A conducted mechanized and
infantry patrols, night ambushes, and search and
destroy missions, concentrating on the area along the
Song Cua Viet between My Loc and the Mai Xa Thi
village complex to the southwest. During the sweeps,
Schneider’s Marines discovered and destroyed numer-
ous bunkers, some of which were old and deteriorated
and others recently constructed which indicated enemy
activity in the area. Company A, however, encountered
no enemy troops.
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Further north, Company B, under the acting com-
mand of First Lieutenant Thomas M. Whiteside, con-
tinued the consolidation of the C—4 Strong Point and
the outpost at Oceanview, the eastern anchors for the
Duel Blade anti-infileration effort. Reinforced by a pla-
toon of Marine tanks, a section of 40mm Dusters, an
Army artillery target acquisition team, and a naval
gunfire spotter team, the company maintained both
visual and radar coverage of the DMZ and requested
fire missions on sighted squad- to company-sized
enemy forces, bunker and trenchline complexes, sus-
pected supply and staging areas, heavy trail activity,
and sampan and boat movement. While rtactical air,
artillery, and naval gunfire missions destroyed or dam-
aged many of these targets, the enemy reacted to aeri-
al reconnaissance flights over the DMZ on several occa-
sions by firing at friendly aircraft with small arms as
well as .30- and .50-calibes antiaircraft weapons.

With the end of Operation Napoleon-Saline II in
early December, operational control of Damewood’s
battalion was transferred from the 1st Brigade to the
newly formed Marine Task Force Bravo. The Task
Force, commanded by Colonel Thomas W. Clarke,
took over responsibility for Operation Kentucky and,
in addition to the amtrac battalion, consisted of the 2d
Battalion, 3d Marines and the 3d Tank Battalion.
According to Lieutenant Colonel Damewood, as part of
Operation Kentucky, the 1st Amphibian Tractor Bat-
talion had one of the largest area of operations in the
division sector extending from the DMZ south to the
Cua Viet and west of the mouth of the Cua Viet to Dai
Do villages While Company A launched numerous
mechanized and infantry patrols along the Cua Viet, in
coordination with the Navy Task Force Clearwater,
Company B maintained both visual and night detec-
tion radar coverage of the eastern DMZ in an effort to
prevent enemy infiltration* The company, in late
December, joined the 2d Battalion, 4th Marines in an
extensive cordon and search of Xuan Khanh Resettle-
ment Village, one kilometer northwest of the mouth of
the Cua Viet. While the Marine units maintained the
cordon, elements of the 2d ARVIN Regiment swept
through the village with negative results.

To the west of the 1st Amphibian Tractor Battal-
ion’s area, the 2d and 3d Battalions, 3d Marines sup-

*Lieutenant Colonel Damewood recatled that the executive offi-
cer of the Navy Task Force was a Marine and that “extensive coordi-
nation was required between division units, especially the 1sc
AmTrac Bn and Clearwater to optimize safe transic of the river.”
LeCol Walter W. Damewood, Jr., Comments on draft, ded 31Nov94
(Vietnam Comment File).
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planted the 1st Brigade, Sth Infantry Division in early
November, which had moved into the 1st Cavalry
Division’s former area. Operating primarily from Cam
Lo, C-2, C-3, and Con Thien, elements of both Marine
battalions conducted extensive patrols in their new sec-
tor. They also participated extensively in the pacifica-
tion effort in Cam Lo and Huong Hoa Districts.

Early in November, Lieutenant Colonel Bryon T.
Chen’s 2d Battalion moved into the Cam Lo District,
on a test basis, and began the process of integrating
with local Regional and Popular Forces in an attempt
to upgrade their training, efficiency, and overall com-
bat effectiveness. The initial effort to place a Marine
platoon with each of the district’s Regional Force com-
panies met with limited success and the battalion then
shifted to a program of total integration. Captain Don-
ald J. Myers’ Company H had a fire team with each
Regional Force squad, a squad with each platoon, and
a platoon with each of the three Regional Fotce com-
panies in Cam Lo Districc. Command, control, and
coordination was maintained by appointing the
Marine unit leader as an advisor or assistant comman-
der to a Regional or Popular Force unit one echelon
above their own. A Marine squad leader, for example,
was the advisor to a Regional Force platoon and its

Marines from Company H, 2d Battalion, 3d Marines inte-
grated with South Vietnamese Regional Forces (RF) in the
Cam Lo Sector. In the photo, Marines of the company and
RF troops ride on top of a Marine tank during a combined
sweep in the sector.

Photo courtesy of Col Donald J. Myers USMC (Ret)
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Top photo is courtesy of LtCol Justin M. Martin USMC (Ret) and bottom photo is courtesy of Col Donald J. Myers USMC (Ret)
In Huong Hoa District, Marines try to integrate with South Vietnamese forces in Mai Loc Village.
Top, Marines from Company F, 2d Battalion, 3d Marines stand by while the U.S. Army district
advisor talks to the commander of the South Vietnamese 220th RF Company. Below, Marines of the
2d Battalion, 3d Marines conduct a cordon and search of Mai Loc village with South Vietnamese
RF troops. South Vietnamese officials are seen talking to the assembled villagers.
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assistant commander. First Lieutenant Justin M. Mar-
tin’s Company F adopted a similar force structure in
Huong Hoa District.

While integrating at all levels, at the same time ele-
ments of the two battalions launched a series of major
cordon and search operations throughout the area of
opetations. Their mission was to capture the local Viet
Cong and disrupt his organization as well as conduct
an accurate census of the population and civic action
program. On 13 November, Companies E, F, and L, 3d
Marines; Company I, 3d Battalion, 4th Marines; Com-
pany B, 3d Tank Battalion; and the 1st Battalion, 9th
Marines joined the Sth Battalion, 2d ARVN Regiment
in a cordon and search of the Xam Rao Vinh Valley in
the northeast portion of the Mai Loc TAOR, east of
Cam Lo. The rapid cordon and search of the valley, sus-
pected to be populated by North Vietnamese and Viet
Cong whose mission was to harass the civilian popula-
tion and conduct guerrilla operations against Marine
units in the area, yielded little and the operation ended
four days later.s

While the 2d and 3d Battalions blanketed the Ken-
tucky area with cordons and patrols, the remaining
battalion of Colonel Michael M. Spark’s 3d Marines,
the 1st Battalion, remained in the Lancaster I area and
provided security for Camp Carroll, Landing Zone
Mack, the Dong Ha Mountain outpost, Thon Sam
Lam, and Khe Gio Bridge. Lieutenant Colonel Richard
B. Twohey's Marines also furnished escorts for Rough
Rider truck convoys and details for the daily road
sweep of Route 9. Although there was a marked
increase in the use of mines and Camp Carroll received
an occasional enemy mortar attack, the majority of
attacks by fire and encounters with enemy forces took
place around Landing Zone Mack and Landing Zone
Sierta to the north. While on patrol near Sierra on the
afternoon of 15 November, Company A’s point ele-
ment came under fire from an estimated enemy pla-
toon, which initiated the contact by detonating sever-
al directional, or claymore mines, and grenades.
Supported by 60mm mortars, the enemy platoon then
opened fire with automatic weapons and small arms.
Captain James L. Shaw’s Marines countered with direct
artillery fire and 106mm recoilless rifle and 81mm
mortar fires, and reported as a result five enemy troops
killed. During the firefight, Company A lost 7 Marines
killed and 23 wounded in addition to a scout dog.

On 21 November, as the western boundary of the
Lancaster area of operations again was shifted east,
Twohey's battalion was helilifted from Landing Zone
Sierra to Mack and then to C~1. The departure of 1st
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Battalion, 3d Marines from the jungle-covered moun-
tains northwest of Camp Carroll coincided with the
termination of the 10-month-long operation, code-
named Lancaster II, and the absorption of the area into
that of Scotland II and Kentucky. According to Marine
sources, Lancaster II, which began in late January,
accounted for more than 1,800 enemy troops killed
and 913 weapons captured. Allied losses were placed at
359 killed and a total of 2,101 wounded.

From C-1, on 22 November, Companies A, B, and
C, 1st Battalion, 3d Marines, and Company C, 3d Tank
Battalion, in coordination with the 2d Battalion, 2d
ARVN Regiment moved north along Route 1 and
established a tank and infantry cordon near Gio Linh.?
The three-day cordon resulted in more than 3,900
Vietnamese being processed, of which 188 were
detained. Of the 188, 147 were later classified as Viet
Cong suspects and 41 were found to be deserters or
draft dodgers. Following the Gio Linh-Ha Thanh cor-
don, Lieutenant Colonel Richard B. Twohey's 1st Bat-
talion, 3d Marines moved to the southern portion of
the 2d ARVN Regiment’s area of operation and began
a cordon and search of the Thon Nghia An, Thon
Thanh Luong, and Thon Truong Xa village complex,
north and west of Dong Ha. Other than receiving a few
sniper rounds, Twohey's Marines found little evidence
of recent enemy activity.

The last days of November witnessed the beginning
of one more cordon operation. On the 29th, Lieutenant
Colonel Chen’s 2d Battalion, 3d Marines moved into
the rice-growing area around Thon Vinh Dai, east of
Cam Lo and north of Route 9. In seven days, working
with local Regional and Popular Forces, Chen’s
Marines, assisted in the screening of 1,604 civilians, 85
of whom were classified as Viet Cong suspects.

Although heavily committed to the pacification
effort, two battalions of Colonel Sparks’ 3d Marines
were alerted for deployment to Quang Nam Province
in early December. The III MAF commander, General
Cushman, warned General Stilwell the commander of
XXIV Corps that intelligence indicated that the
enemy planned, “to press his attacks on major cities of
Da Nang and Quang Ngai . . . to thwart our successes
in the countryside.” He told Stilwell:

To counter his plans, IIl MAF will embark on an
intensified campaign . . . to destroy his major means for
carrying out his aggression. To do this will require the
destruction of BA 112, which contains command and
control headquarters and support facilities. It also
requires destruction of the 2d and 3d NVA Divisions
and prevention of their escape into Laos.
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Since no additional forces were available to accomplish
this mission, the existing forces in I Corps would have
to be reallocated. Cushman asked the XXIV Corps
commander to furnish two battalions to the Ist
Marine Division “with proportionate share of division
combat and combat service support for the accelerated
effort against 2d NVA Div and BA 112.”s The 3d
Marines regimental headquarters, two infantry battal-
ions, and normal combat support elements were des-
ignated to move south.*

As Spark’s 1st and 3d Battalions left the field for
Quang Tri Combat Base-and rest and refitting before
being airlifted to An Hoa, the 3d Marine Division acti-
vated, on 7 December, Task Force Bravo for planning.
On 9 December, Colonel Clarke, the task force com-
mander, assumed tactical responsibility for the Ken-
tucky area of operations.

Following a short cordon encompassing a majority
of the hamlets in Huong Hoa District, on 12 Decem-
ber, the 2d Battalion, 3d Marines, now commanded
by Lieutenant Colonel James J. McMonagle, moved
into the area of operations formerly occupied by the 3d
Battalion, 3d Marines. Stretching from the DMZ
south to the Cua Valley, the 300-square kilometer area
included the fixed installations of Con Thien, C-2
Bridge, C-2, and C-3, three of which previously were
secured by a battalion each, now were the responsibil-
ity of two companies.

The last three weeks of December found McMona-
gle’s battalion with two companies, Company F in
Huong Hoa District and Company H in Cam Lo Dis-
trict, assisting in the pacification effort through inte-
grated operations and training with Regional and Pop-
ular Forces. Company E provided security for Con
Thien and C-2 Bridge, as well as patrolling and
ambushing throughout its assigned 54-square kilome-
ter area. McMonagle’s remaining Company, G, secured
C-2 and C-3, while likewise conducting patrols and
ambushes in its area. Despite the lack of enemy activi-
ty and the insurmountable tasks assigned, the battalion
was fully confident that the area of operations “was
being denied to the enemy due to total effort on the
part of all companies.”

While McMonagle's four companies blanketed
their assigned areas with patrols and ambushes, Task
Force Bravo conducted two large cordon and search
operations targeted at the Cam Lo Resettlement Vil-
lage and the village of Xuan Khanh, near Cua Viet.

*See Chapter 21.
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The first, involving two companies of the 1st Battal-
ion, 4th Marines and elements of the Ist and 2d
ARVN Regiments, screened more than 10,000 vil-
lagers, 93 of whom were detained as Viet Cong sus-
pects. The target of the second was the fishing village
of Xuan Khanh, near the mouth of the Cua Viet. On
the day after Christmas, the 2d Barctalion, 4th
Marines was relieved of positions in the western
mountains and helilifted into the area, where Com-
panies F, G, and H cordoned the fishing village, pet-
mitting the 3d Barttalion, 2d ARVN Regiment to
search the area and process more than 9,000 inhabi-
tants. Of the 174 who were detained, a majority later
was determined to be draft evaders.

Due to the division’s extensive commitment to the
pacification effort during the last two months of 1968,
the local Viet Cong, noted General Davis, had to
“rewrite his book.” According to Davis, the VC used to
“strike and run to a hideaway, in a secure area. He does-
n’t have that now. Marines are on his trails, in his hide-
away, in his secure areas not only in the hills but doing
the same thing” in populated areas. The effect of the

A view of Cam Lo Resettlement Village includes the sur-
rounding hills. The U.S. and South Vietnamese built new
homes for Vietnamese refugees and resettled them here to keep
the people away from the VC and also away from the com-
bat areas.

Department of Defense (USMC) Photo A371645



450

allied pacification on Quang Tri Province, Davis con-
tinued, was to make it “as secure internally as it’s ever
going to be. . . . It compares favorably with many
places I know in the United States insofar as levels of
violence and security are concerned.”10

Rough Soldiering

As November began, Colonel Martin J. Sexton’s 4th
Marines and Colonel Robert H. Barrow’s 9th Marines,
under the overall command of Brigadier General Frank
E. Garretson’s Task Force Hotel, conducted offensive
operations throughout the Scotland II area of opera-
tions. Lieutenant Colonel Thomas H. Galbraith's 1st
Battalion, 4th Marines provided security for artillery
units and radio relay sites located at Fire Support Bases
Cates and Shepherd and Hills 691 and 950, and
patrolled out from the four bases. At the same time, the
3d Battalion, 4th Marines, under Lieutenant Colonel
James L. Fowler, continued the defense and develop-
ment of Fire Support Base Gurkha and patrolled the
Khe Xa Bai and the Song Rao Quan Valleys. To the
northwest of her sister battalions, the 2d Battalion, 4th
Marines, commanded by Major William L. Kent, com-
pleted its sweep west of Fire Support Base Alpine, find-
ing several abandoned North Vietnamese positions,
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but no evidence of recent enemy activity. On 4
November, Company E was helilifted eight kilometers
northwest to Hill 1308 and began construction of Fire
Support Base Argonne. Positioned one-and-one-half
kilometers from the Laotian border and the highest fire
support base in South Vietnam, Argonne provided
excellent observation of the vital enemy road net in
Laos which funneled troops and supplies south.
Although the Marines on the base made numerous
sightings, higher headquarters repeatedly denied clear-
ance for fire missions as the sighted enemy positions
were well beyond the border.

By 11 November with construction of the fire sup-
port base completed, the 1st Battalion replaced the 2d
Battalion, 4th Marines. The 2d Battalion, now under
the command of Lieutenant Colonel Joseph E. Hop-
kins, displaced to Fire Support Bases Cates and Shep-
herd and Hills 691 and 950. It then began sweep oper-
ations north of Cates and west along Route 9 toward
the village of Khe Sanh following the closure of Shep-
herd. With the departure of Hopkins' Marines, Gal-
braith’s battalion conducted a two-company search
north and east of Argonne, into an area of sharp-sloped
mountains covered in triple-canopy jungle and cut by
many small fast-rushing steams. The search yielded
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Department of Defense (USMC) Photo A800541

Marines of Company B, 1st Battalion, 4th Marines cvoss a fast-rushing stream in Operation Scot-
land 11, east of Vandegrift Combat Base. Drinking water appears to be at a premium, judging from
the extra number of canteens that each Marine is carrying.

numerous unoccupied or hastily abandoned living
areas, harbor sites, and natural caves containing a con-
siderable number of supply, weapons, and ammunition
caches. But, as Companies A and B progressed east-
ward, enemy forces in the region began a series of
delaying actions which took the form of small but
sharp engagements between point elements of the
companies and small groups of enemy. When contact
was broken, pursuit of the enemy inevitably led to the
discovery of further caches.

On 21 November, Companies C and D, which had
secured Argonne and Alpine, replaced Companies A
and B in the search to the east. Thirteen days later and
14 kilometers further east, as the two companies
crossed the Khe Ta Bong and moved toward higher
ground, they began the process of developing a new
fire support base, to be named Neville, atop Hill 1103.
With the positioning of Battery G, 3d Battalion, 12th
Marines at Neville on 14 December, Task Force Hotel
ordered all search and destroy operations to the west
halted and Fire Support Bases Argonne, Gurkha, and
Alpine closed. With Neville in full operation, Compa-

nies C and D evacuated the area and subsequently were
placed under the operational control of Task Force
Bravo to assist in the Cam Lo Refugee Village cordon,
while Companies A and B helilifted to Vandegrift
Combat Base.

After a short stay at Vandegrift, where it secured the
combat base and surrounding Marine positions follow-
ing the search around Gurkha, Lieutenant Colonel
Fowler’s 3d Battalion moved by helicopter 14 kilome-
ters to the north on 21 November to defend and fur-
ther develop Fire Support Base Winchester and Land-
ing Zones Mack and Sierra. Known as the Son Phan
Cong Hoang Quoc Gia National Forest Reserve, the
mountainous region surrounding the battalion’s posi-
tions was characterized by steep slopes and long narrow
ridgelines covered with dense forest and jungle con-
sisting of a single, but thick, canopy. The battalion was
joined on the 24th by Company E, 2d Bartalion, 4th
Marines, which assaulted into Winchester and then
moved one kilometer east along the Dong Tien ridge-
line and began construction of Fire Support Base Rus-
sell. Other than occasional sniper fire, battalion patrols
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encountered little enemy resistance, but did discover a
number of large, recently constructed enemy bunker
complexes which yielded a modest amount of ammu-
nition and equipment.

During the first week of December, as the 3d Bat-
talion, now under the command of Lieutenant Colonel
William A. Donald, began a several-week, two-com-
pany search north of Russell, Lieutenant Colonel Hop-
kins’ 2d Battalion assaulted into four landing zones on
two parallel ridgelines east of Mack and three kilome-
ters north of Dong Ha Mountain. The landings were
unopposed and Hopkins' four companies fanned out
toward their first objectives, establishing perimeters
while deploying listening posts and squad ambushes.

Moving toward new objectives on 8 December a
squad patrol from First Lieutenant Jimmie G. Bear-
den’s Company E, as it approached Hill 208, was
taken under small arms fire from a tree- and trench-
line. Moving to engage, the patrol observed approxi-
mately 10 armed enemy troops retreating into the
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heavy brush. Two squads were sent to reinforce the
engaged unit and prevent the enemy’s escape, but as
the attacking Marine platoon maneuvered forward it
found that the enemy had taken cover in a heavily for-
tified trench and bunker complex. The platoon
entered the complex and immediately was caught in a
crossfire of small arms, grenades, and white smoke or
CS gas. With darkness approaching and casualties
mounting, the platoon withdrew, carrying out nine
wounded Marines, but leaving the bodies of three
dead behind.

While air, artillery, and mortars pounded the com-
plex throughout the night, Lieutenant Colonel Hop-
kins rapidly moved the battalion’s other three compa-
nies into blocking positions around the complex with
the hope of catching some of the estimated 50 North
Vietnamese soldiers attempting to escape. But the
enemy apparently “hit the ground running,” and the
sweep through the area the following day, during
which the bodies of the three dead Marines were recov-

Smoldering fires and a denuded forest bear stark witness to the intensity of the combat for “Foxtrot
Ridge,” named after Company F, 2d Battalion, 4th Marines.

Photo ftom the Abel Collection
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ered, went unchallenged.

Two days later, Hopkins ordered Captain Richard J.
Murphy’s Company F to cross the Song Ngan valley
and assault the ridgeline extending along the southern
boundary of the DMZ, the site of several suspected
enemy mortar positions. After heavy air and artillery
strikes, the company seized the western portion of the
ridgeline under fire. As Murphy’s Marines moved east-
ward, hidden NVA opened up with small arms and
automatic weapons on the lead elements of the compa-
ny. The enemy was well entrenched and dense vegeta-
tion made it difficult to spot the sources of enemy fire.
Having fought its way into the middle of a large, well-
laid out bunker complex, the company now found it
hard to maneuver without taking additional casualties
and leaving its wounded.

Despite overwhelming odds, Murphy’s company
extracted its casualties, reorganized, and following
another heavy air and artillery strike, prepared to
assault. Turning to his troops, platoon leader Second
Lieutenant Steven P. Brodrick shouted: “All righe
Marines, take this hill and earn your pay!” Brodrick
then led his platoon back into the enemy complex and
maneuvered forward until he was killed by a direct
burst of automatic weapons fire.!!

Alerted earlier in the day to follow in trace of Com-
pany F, Hopkins quickly committed Company H to
reinforce Murphy’s Marines. Attempting to envelop
the enemy complex from the north, it too ran into
heavy enemy fire and a fierce firefight ensued. Howev-
er, once Company H was able to bring its full firepow-
er to bear, the enemy withdrew and by the time Com-
pany G moved in to reinforce its engaged sister
companies, the battlefield had quieted. Enemy losses
were unknown, but the battalion suffered 13 killed and
31 wounded. Lieutenant Colonel Hopkins remem-
bered that the battle, “took place ona hill on which the
southern boundary of the DMZ ran across the topo-
graphical crest.” The NVA kept its forward defensive
positions south of the DMZ, “while the bulk of his
forces” remained in the so-called demilitarized area.'2

Following air, artillery, and mortar missions, Cap-
tain Joseph M. Dwyer's Company G led out in the
assault on 12 December. Those of the enemy, who
could, had escaped, and the attacking companies
searched the area without contact. One North Viet-
namese soldier was found alive and unharmed in a
bunker and he quickly was relieved of his loaded light
machine gun and whisked off to the battalion com-
mand post. Under interrogation, he told his captors
that the position had been occupied by the 15z Battal-
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ion, 27th NVA Regiment, and that the battalion com-
mander and his staff had died in the fighting. Lieu-
tenant Colonel Hopkins later wrote about his frustra-
tion of not being permitted “to pursue the fleeing 2775
NVA Regiment . . ..” He recalled bitterly, “standing on
the topographical crest . . . showing various media rep-
resentatives the blood-stained trees on both sides of the
trails leading into the DMZ . . . .” Hopkins was con-
vinced “that a significant volume of enemy casualties
and materiel could have been captured or uncovered
before being moved back across the Ben Hai.”3

During the next two weeks, Hopkins' battalion
searched east and west along the ridgeline, dubbed
“Foxtrot Ridge.” Employing tactics to draw the enemy
south of the DMZ, the battalion repeatedly maneu-
vered out of the area as if leaving, then quickly struck
back. But, because of his losses, the enemy apparently
had decided not to contest the terrain, and no further
engagements occurred. On the day after Christmas, the
2d Battalion, 4th Marines departed the area by heli-
copter for the Cua Viet sector where they participated
with the 3d Battalion, 2d ARVN Regiment in cor-
doning the village of Xuan Thanh.*

The first days of November found Colonel Robert
H. Barrows 9th Marines scattered throughout the
southern portion of the division’s area of operations,
where the Scotland area was expanded due to the
departure of the 1st Cavalry Division. Lieutenant
Colonel George W. Smith’s 1st Battalion, which had
relieved elements of the Cavalry division’s 1st Brigade
at Fire Support Base Anne, southwest of Quang Tri,
continued to conduct company-sized patrols of the sut-
rounding area in search of the enemy, his supplies, and
base camps. Later in the month, the battalion partici-
pated in two combined cordon operations: the first
with the 3d Marines in the Mai Loc area and the sec-
ond with elements of the 1st Brigade, Sth Infantry
Division around the Thuong Xa and Mai Dang village
complexes south of Quang Tri City.

The 2d Battalion, 9th Marines, under Major Fred-
erick E. Sisley, which had been inserted into the east-
ern portion of the Vietnam Salient in late October, by

*Brigadier General Hopkins remembered that the week before
Christmas, bad weather restricted helicopter resupply and then che
weather cleared a few days before the holiday. When resupply resumed,
the bactalion faced the dilemma of either receiving C—rations or “the
Christmas packages stacked up in the rear awaiting delivery.” The
Marines decided upon the “Christmas packages.” Hopkins quoted one
of his troops, “if we don’t get enough food in the Christmas packages,
we can always find a few more rice caches.” BGen Joseph E. Hopkins,
Comments on draft, ded 6Dec94 (Vieecnam Commenc File).
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early November had moved around the horn and was
patrolling in the northern portion of the area between
the Da Krong and the Laotian border. Lieutenant
Colonel Elliote R. Laine’s 3d Battalion, located at Van-
degrift Combat Base, secured the base and surrounding
Marine installations at Ca Lu and Signal Hill. On 8
November, Company L assaulted into landing zones
near Hill 512, 15 kilometers southeast of Vandegrift
and began construction of Fire Support Base Tun Tav-
ern. Upon completion of Tun Tavern several days later,
the remaining three companies of Laine’s battalion
moved into the area and began patrol operations in the
Da Krong Valley and the ridgeline to the east, between
the Da Krong and Ba Long Valleys.

Despite the rugged, mountainous terrain and the
physical problems it caused the individual Marine, the
two battalions conducted a methodical search of their
assigned areas, as Colonel Barrow later described:

Each battalion has four companies operating out of
company operating bases, each separated from the other
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by about 2 to 3,000 meters. A company will spend,
characteristically, two, three, or four days in one of these
operating bases and conduct extensive patrolling by pla-
toon or squads in all directions. So that after three or
four days the area extending in a radius of a couple of
thousand meters out from the operating base has been
covered. The operating base represents a place of resup-
ply and for a patrol that has been out perhaps for two
days to rest for a day, preparatory for renewing its
patrolling activities.!4

According to Barrow, when the companies had
worked over one area completely, Marine helicopters
would then helilift the battalion into a new adjoining
or nearby sector. In leapfrog fashion, the aircraft would
bring the two companies of the battalion that were the
farthest away into the new area. In turn, the remaining
two companies would be “leapfrogged over them.”
Barrow explained there was, therefore “a constant heli-
borne move of companies to new areas, but no compa-
ny passes overland, covering an area that has already
been covered by another company.” The methodical

Photocopy of Northern I Corps Briefing Map (Nov—Dec 1968) From Gen E. E. Anderson Collection
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search produced large caches of rice and grain in addi-
tion to numerous bunkers and fighting positions
which were destroyed. Operating in small groups, the
enemy chose to avoid contact whenever possible, pos-
ing little or no threat to the maneuvering companies.'s

On 14 November, Company A, 9th Marines was
lifted by helicopter into Landing Zone Miami and
assaulted, seized, and occupied Hill 618, beginning
the construction of Fire Support Base Dick. Three
days later, Company E took Hill 347, overlooking the
horseshoe bend in the Da Krong and began construc-
tion of Fire Support Base Shiloh. With the comple-
tion of Shiloh, the remaining three companies of
Major Sisley’s battalion shifted their patrol operations
west and south to the Laotian border, meeting little
enemy resistance.

With a realignment of divisional boundaries
between the 3d Marine and 101st Airborne Divisions
in late October, the Marine division’s area of operations
was expanded southward presenting it an opportunity
to conduct major offensive operations in and west of
enemy Base Area 101 and the Ba Long Valley.!6 The
first of a series of offensive operations, codenamed
Dawson River, began on 28 November, as Colonel Bar-
row'’s regiment moved deeper into the new area; an
area, he noted, “which had never been entered before
by any forces, other than enemy, of course.”’” Lieu-
tenant Colonel Smith’s 1st Battalion simultaneously
relieved Major Sisley’s 2d Battalion, which assumed
the security for major Marine installations throughout
the division’s western area of operations.

Broken down into companies and platoons, Laine’s
and Smith’s battalions thoroughly covered their
assigned areas, finding numerous small caches of
enemy equipment, supplies, and a large number of
graves. Although they anticipated encounters with
major elements of the 726 Front, the only groups met in
large numbers were Bru and other Montagnard tribes-
men who voluntarily surrendered and subsequently
were resettled to the east. In his assessment of the oper-
ation, which ended on 25 December, Colonel Barrow
noted that while the number of enemy killed was low,
the regiment provided a measure of security for the
entire province:

We have kept him on the move, which combined
with the activity that has taken place in the piedmont
area to the east and the lowlands still furcher east, keeps
him entirely on the move in this area so that he has no
place that he can withdraw to as a sanctuary when pres-
sure becomes too great in one, in say the piedmont or

the lowlands. We have . . . given a measure of reassur-
ance to the people operating in the lowlands and pied-
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mont that there are no large-scale enemy forces mar-
shalling in these mountains, in these jungles, prepara-
tory to coming down to harass or interdict their opera-
tions being conducted in those areas.!8

Following a short, two-day stay at the division’s in-
country rest and recreation center at Cua Viet, Lieu-
tenant Colonel Smith’s 1st Battalion and the 2d Bat-
talion, now under the command of Lieutenant Colonel
George C. Fox, prepared to assault landing zones north
of Route 9 and begin search operations west of Khe
Sanh to the Laotian border.!? Concerned about the pos-
sibility of a Tet offensive on the scale of 1968, Task
Force Hotel and division staffs, as the year ended,
began planning for a foray into the lower Da Krong
Valley, north of the A Shau Valley, an area of increasing
enemy activity and an area that had not been searched
or explored since early April.

Thua Thien and the End of the Year

To the south of the 3d Marine Division, in Thua
Thien Province, the 101st Airborne Division contin-
ued the division-level operation, Nevada Eagle. Tar-
geted against local force units and the Viet Cong infra-
structure in the lowlands, and main and North
Vietnamese Army forces in the mountains, the opera-
tion’s central objective was to maintain a favorable
environment for the South Vietnamese Government’s
Accelerated Pacification Campaign in the heavily pop-
ulated lowlands around Hue.

Working closely with local and Regional Force
companies and elements of the 3d and 54th ARVN
Regiments, the division again concentrated its efforts
of elimination of Viet Cong forces from the districts of
Phu Vang, Huong Thuy, and Phu Thu. Techniques
such as cordons, intensive searches, saturation patrols,
night ambushes, and the rapid exploitation of intelli-
gence appeared to be successful in rooting out enemy
forces and dissolving the existing lines of continuity
within the local Viet Cong infrastructure.

In addition to uprooting the Viet Cong and his
sympathizers in the populated lowlands, Major Gener-
al Melvin Zais’ airborne troops launched a series of
mobile operations into the mountains southwest of
Hue. Throughout the first, Nam Hoa I, Zais used
combat assaults, flanking maneuvers, and massed fire-
power to trap and destroy elements of the 5% NVA
Regiment. During the second, Rawlins Valley, elements
of the division employed similar techniques against the
6th NVA Regiment with minimal resules. However,
both operations forced the enemy to withdraw deeper
into the mountains thereby abandoning his forward
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positions to allied destruction and at the same time los-
ing the capacity to launch attacks into the lowlands in
the immediate fucure.

Throughout the last seven months of 1968,
Marine, Army, and ARVN troops continued the
relentless and successful pursuit and destruction of
enemy forces in norchern I Corps. But as the year
ended, the enemy avoided contact while maintaining
widely dispersed elements of his main force units in
the northern two provinces of South Vietnam and
regrouping, resupplying, and retraining in his sanctu-
aries in Laos and North Vietnam.

For the 3d Marine Division, the tactical situation
throughout Quang Tri Province during the latcer
half of 1968 dictated the maximum use of its com-
bat elements in a highly mobile posture. This was a
change from the relatively static posture during the
early part of the year. Continually on the offensive
with hard-hitting mobile operations, troops of the
3d, 4th, and 9th Marines in rapid succession drove
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North Vietnamese forces from the coastal plains,
crushed the 320th NVA Division, and penetrated and
systematically destroyed the enemy’s mountain
bases, areas once considered inviolate. Still as one
Marine veteran of the 3d Marine Division later com-
mented that all he remembered was “the rain, the
mud, the heat and the misery that were so much a
part of our existence.” The last two months of the
year were a blur of “routine patrols marked by little
or no contact with the enemy.”2

In both Quang Tri and Thua Thien Provinces, nev-
ertheless, a concerted campaign featuring the integra-
tion of American, South Vietnamese Army, and terri-
torial forces disrupted the Viet Cong military and
political structure in the population centers. The two
allied offensives against the North Vietnamese Army
and Viet Cong had, by year’s end, rendered the enemy
incapable of conducting an effective campaign in
northern I Corps.
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Marine Air at the Beginning of the Year and
Air Support of Khe Sanh

Marine Air at the Beginning of the Year—Marine Control of Atr
Proposed Changes in Command and Control over Marine Air; Operation Niagara, January 1968
Operation Niagara and Air Resupply in the Defense of Khe Sanh

Marine Air at the Beginning of the Year

In January 1968, like the other elements of III
MAF, the 1st Marine Aircraft Wing faced a daunting
task. Supporting two reinforced Marine divisions as
well as flying supplemental missions for the allied and
U.S. ground forces in I Corps and the Seventh Air
Force, the Marine aviators were stretched to the very
limits of their capability in both aircraft and personnel.
In addition to the difficult operational environment,
doctrinal questions relative to control of both fixed-
wing aircraft and helicopters would arise that would
further blur the entire picture of Marine aviation dur-
ing 1968. Many of these problems would never be
completely resolved, even after the conclusion of the
Vietnam War.

As the year began, Major General Norman J.
Anderson, a veteran naval aviator who served in the
Guadalcanal campaign in World War II and in Korea
in 1950, commanded the wing, having done so since
June 1967. The 1st MAW now contained over 15,000
men and more than 400 aircraft. This latter figure
included nearly 200 fixed-wing planes and more than
220 helicopters. The wing consisted of three Marine
fixed-wing and two Marine helicopter aircraft groups
plus supporting elements. The fixed-wing groups were
at Da Nang and Chu Lai while the helicopter groups
were based at Marble Mountain and Phu Bai. All told,
in January, the Marine Corps had 10 out of its 27
attack or fighter/attack squadrons and 11 out of its 25
helicopter squadrons in Vietnam. This did not include
the two attack and fighter/attack squadrons at Iwaku-
ni, Japan, or the two helicopter squadrons of the Sev-
enth Fleet Special Landing Force, which could readily
reinforce the in-country squadrons.!

At the overcrowded Da Nang base where Anderson
maintained his headquarters, the wing shared space
with Seventh Air Force components, the South Viet-
namese Air Force, an Army aviation company, and III
MAF ground forces. Marine Wing Headquarters Group
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Department of Defense (USMC) Photo A140843
MajGen Norman ]. Anderson, bere in an official portrait,
commanded the 15t MAW in January 1968. Gen Ander-
son, a naval aviator, bad commanded the wing since June
1967 and was a veteran of the Guadalcanal Campaign of
1942 and of Korea in 1950.

(MWHG) 1, Marine Wing Service Group MWSG)
17, Marine Air Control Group (MACG) 18, and
Marine Aircraft Group (MAG) 11 were all at Da Nang.
MWHG-1, under Colonel Tolbert T. Gentry, furnished
general command and control and administrative sup-
port for the wing while MWSG-17, commanded by
Colonel John E. Hansen, provided logistics, facilities,
and intermediate and organizational maintenance on all
aircraft and other equipment. Colonel Lyle V. Tope’s
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Photo from the Abel Collection

A Marine Chance-Vought F-8 Crusader from VMF(AW)-235 takes off from Da Nang Airbase
in January 1968. Its landing gears are beginning to vetract into the wing.

MACG-18 had the responsibility for all air control
and air defense support in the wing.*

Colonel Leroy T. Frey commanded MAG-11, the
Marine fixed-wing group at Da Nang. Under
MAG-11 were a headquarters and maintenance
(H&MS) squadron, an airbase (MABS) squadron, and
four fixed-wing squadrons. These included: Marine
Composite Reconnaissance Squadron (VMCJ) 1**;

* In January 1968, the group consisted of Headquarters and Headquar-
ters Squadron (H&HS) 18, Marine Air Support Squadron (MASS) 2, Marine
Air Support Squadron (MASS) 3, Marine Air Control Squadron (MACS) 4
and the 1st and 2d LAAM Bactalions. Until the activation of MACG—18 the
previous September these units had belonged to MWHG-1. MASS-3 and
the 2d LAAM Battalion were both located at the Chu Lai base.

## The VMC]J squadron flew photo reconnaissance missions in both Notth
and South Vietnam and also electronic jamming missions to foil North Viet-
namese radars and communications in support of both the Seventh Fleet and
Air Force Rolling Thunder campaign in the north. In January 1968, the
squadron had assigned to it 20 aircraft. These included eighe Douglas EF-10B,
a modified version of the Navy F3D Skynight, a two-engine jet night-fighter.
The EF-10B, nicknamed “Willie the Whale,” flew both electronic counter-
measure (ECM) and electronic intelligence missions. In addition to the
“Whales,” the squadron inventory included four EA—GA, the electronic coun-
termeasures version of the Intruder, and eight RE-4B, the photo-reconnais-
sance version of the Phantom I1. FMFPac, MarOpsV, JanG8, p. 58a. Colonel
Eric B. Parker, who assumed command of the squadron in March, observed
that the Marines were the “pioneers of stand-off electronic jamming.” He
remembered that his pilots “were proud of the effectiveness of our equipment
and personnel . . . Our call sign was ‘cottonpicker’ and to identify yourselfas a
‘cottonpicker’ in an AF [Air Force] or Navy club where deep-strike pilots were,
would almost always result in free drinks. We were appreciated.” Col Eric B.
Parker, Comments on draft, ded 13Dec94 (Vietnam Comment File).

Marine Fighter Attack Squadron (VMEA) 122 flying
13 McDonnell Douglas F-4B Phantom IIs designed for
both air superiority and ground support; Marine All-
Weather Fighter Squadron (VMF(AW)) 235, used in a
close-air support role and equipped with 15 of the soon-
to-be-phased-out F-8 Chance-Vought Crusader jet
fighters; and a Marine all-weather attack squadron
VMA(AW)-242 with the newest attack aircraft in the
Marine inventory, 12 Grumman A—6A Intruders,™*
equipped with the latest in electronic and radar naviga-
tional and target acquisition systems.2***

From the nearby Marble Mountain Air Facility, across

*%% The two-man, twin-jet Incruders which could carry an 18,000
pound payload were equipped with a digital-integrated attack naviga-
tion system and an electronic-integrated display system which provid-
ed the pilot at night and in bad weather images of targets and geo-
graphical features on two viewing screens in the cockpit.

##kk Accached to H&MS—11 was a three-plane detachment of
TA—4Fs, two-seater trainer versions of the Douglas A—4 Skyhawk, used
generally for forward air control missions. In Vietnam, both the Air
Force and the Marine Corps employed forward air controllers (FAC)
(airborne), who in a variety of aircraft like the TA—4F jets, UH-1E
helicopters, and small light fixed-wing prop-driven aircraft controlled
ateack, fighter, and fighter/ateack fixed-wing aircraft and armed heli-
copters in close air support missions. In addition, H&MS-11 owned
one Douglas C—117D Skytrain fixed-wing transport (a military coun-
terpart of the civilian DC-3) which the squadron employed for a mul-
titude of purposes including night illumination. Three more of the rel-
atively venerable transports belonged to MWSG-17 at Da Nang. All
told, including the four C-117Ds, there were over 60 Marine fixed-
wing aircraft based at Da Nang.
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the Da Nang River and on the lower end of the Tiensha
Peninsula, MAG-16, a helicopter group, conducted its
operations. Under the command of Colonel Edwin O.
Reed, MAG—16 consisted of Headquarters and Mainte-
nance Squadron (H&MS) 16; Marine Air Base Squadron
(MABS) 16; an observation squadron, VMO-2; and three
medium (HMM—-262, — 265, and ~363) and one heavy
(HMH-463) helicopter squadrons. VMO-2 had in its
inventory 27 armed and unarmed Bell UH-1E (Hueys)
single-engine light helicopters, used for a diverse number
of missions including observation, forward air control
(airborne), and ground support.* The 30 relatively new
single-rotor Sikorsky CH-53A Sea Stallion heavy-lift
helicopters in IIl MAF, each powered by two-shaft tur-
bine engines and able to carry a payload of over six tons,
were all in HMH-463. Two of the medium helicopter
squadrons, HMM-262 and —265, flew the twin-turbine
tandem rotor Boeing Vertol CH-46A Sea Knight aircraft
that had replaced the older and smaller Sikorsky single
rotor UH-34 Sea Horse. With the shortage of helicopters
caused by the grounding and refitting of the CH-46s in
1967 because of rear pylon failures in flight, the third
medium helicopter squadron, HMM-363, still retained
the UH-34D.* In early January, HMMs —262 and —265
had 47 CH-46s between them while HMM—363 owned
24 of the UH-34s3

In addition to the helicopters assigned to the flying

*The armed Hueys carried air-to-ground rocket packs and fuse-
lage-mounted, electrically-fired machine guns and proved to be formi-
dable close air support aircraft. The unarmed Hueys, nicknamed
“slicks,” were used for medical evacuation, reconnaissance, air control,
and occasionally for insertion of reconnaissance teams. Later in the
spring of 1968, there was a reduction of the number of Hueys in the
VMO squadrons because of the introduction of the fixed-wing North
American turbo-prop OV-10A Bronco into the Marine Corps inven-
tory and to III MAF. See Chapter 25. Colonel Samuel J. Fulton, who
assumed command of VMO-2 in May, remembered that his squadron
then had only 14 Huey gunships and “the only ‘slick’ I recall is the one
that was used for III MAE.” Col Samuel J. Fulton, Comments on draft,
n.d. [Nov94} (Vietnam Comment File).

** Designed to hold a four-man crew and 17 combat-loaded troops,
the CH—46 carried approximately double the load of the UH-34 and
with its cruising speed of 115 knots was approximately 25 knots faster
than the older aircraft. For detailed discussion of the problems experi-
enced with the CH—46 in 1967, see Telfer, Rogers, and Fleming, U.S.
Marines in Vietnam, 1967, pp. 210-11 and LtCol William R. Fails,
Marines and Helicopters, 1962—-1973 (Washington: Hist&MusDiv,
HQMC, 1978), pp. 101-02 and 121-24. Major General Anderson, the
wing commander, commented that he believed that there was “only
one instance of catastrophic failure [of the CH—46], the weakness was
identified and grounding ensued immediately.” According to Ander-
son, it was “fuselage and pylon cracks . . . [in several aircraft that} gave
rise to this essential refit program.” MajGen Norman J. Anderson,
Comments on draft, n.d. {Jan95} (Vietnam Comment File).
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squadrons, Colonel Reed retained a detachment of 14
Cessna light single-engine fixed-wing O-1Cand O-1G
bird dog aircraft in H&MS-16 for both air control and
observation purposes. Like H&MS—11 at the main base,
H&MS-16 at Marble Mountain also possessed one Dou-
glas C-117D Skytrain transport. MAG-16 also had
operational control of the U.S. Army 245th Surveillance
Aircraft Company, equipped with 18 OV-1 Mohawk
aircraft designed for tactical aerial reconnaissance. For
the most part, MAG-16 supported the 1st Marine Divi-
sion at Da Nang but also flew missions on behalf of the
3d Marine Division, Korean Marine Brigade, and Army
Americal Division. It also performed a myriad of tasks
for the South Vietnamese military unics and the related
Revolutionary Development pacification campaign 4
About 50 miles to the south of Da Nang, ac Chu Lai,
two Marine Aircraft Groups, MAGs—12 and 13, flew
out of the airfield located there. MAG—12, under Colonel
Dean Wiilker, consisted of three Douglas A4E Skyhawk
attack squadrons, VMAs—121,-211, and —311, and one
A-6A Intruder all-weather squadron, VMA (AW)-533.
All told the group possessed 12 of the Intruders and near-
ly 60 of the Skyhawks. The maneuverable Skyhawk was
a formidable close support aircraft. An extremely accurate
bomber, the single-seat A—4 belied its relative small size
and could carry a variety of ordnance and a payload of
nearly 8,000 pounds. Three F~4B Phantom II squadrons,
VMFAs —115, —314, and —323, with a total of 33 air-
craft, constituted MAG-13. The versatile Phantom,
capable of a speed nearly equal to the fastest interceprors,
could also carry a payload of nearly 16,000 pounds, sec-
ond only to the A~6A. Two C-117D transports, five
Douglas TA—4Fs, and three Korean War- vintage Grum-
man two-seater, single-engine TF-9J fighter trainers
rounded out the Marine aircraft inventory at Chu Lai.s*

*Lieutenant General Richard E. Carey, who commanded VMFA-115
until 16 January 1968, commented in 1994 that the Phantom was the
“fastest interceptor in the American inventory and its speed has not been
equaled by any American interceptor to this date.” He observed that in
addition to its fighter escort and close air support role, it also had an air
defense role. His squadron maintained a strip alert against possible MIG
incursions into South Vietnam and that on two occasions, General Carey
stated, he personally chased MIG aircraft near the North Vietnamese city
of Vinh until “told to abort by my GCI [Ground Control Intercept} con-
troller.” According to Carey, the “Phantom was the primary reason our
ground forces were never attacked by North Vietnamese Air.” General
Carey wrote that the Douglas TA—4Fs and the Grumman TF-9Js “were
constantly used as TAC(A) [Tactical Air controller (Airborne)} when a
FAC {[Forward Air Controller] was not available.” He mentioned that
“throughout the war they also provided a fast FAC capability for strikes
north of the DMZ and recovery of downed air crews when the slow mov-
ing FAC(A) could not survive.” LeGen Richard E. Carey, Comments on
draft, dtd 12Dec94 (Vietnam Comment File), hereafter Carey Comments.
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Both photos are from the Abel Collection
Top, a Cessna O—1 Bird Dog light single-engine observation and air control atrcraft from
MAG-16 is seen in flight. The Bird Dog was in the Marine inventory from WW 11 and was
to be phased out. Below, passengers are seen boarding a Marine Douglas C~117D Skytrain, a
twin-engine transport aircraft. The C—117D was an improved version of the C—47, the military
version of the DC-3.
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Top is Department of Defense (USMC) Photo A421997 and bottom photo is from che Abel Collection
Top, two Grumman AGA Intruders (only the wing tip can be seen of the second aircraft) from
VMA(AW)-533 return to Chu Lai after a mission. Note that the bomb racks of the first air-
craft are empty. Below, a fully loaded Douglas A~4A Skybawk from VMA-211 is located at
the Chu Lai airstrip. The small maneuverable Skybawk could carry a variety of ordnance and a
payload of nearly 8,000 pounds.
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Photo from the Abel Collection

A Marine McDonnell Douglas F4B Pbantom 11 from VMFA—323 lands at Chu Lai, The tail para-
chute slowed the speed of the aircraft and the arresting cable brought the Phantom to @ complete stop.

Until October of 1967, Chu Lai had also been the
home of the second Marine helicopter group,
MAG-36. While supersonic Marine jets could cover
the distance from Da Nang and Chu Lai to the DMZ
in 18 and 27 minutes, respectively, it was quite anoth-
er matter for the relatively plodding rotary aircraft.
With the Americal Division having ample organic
helicopter support, III MAF decided to upgrade and
expand the small airfield at Phu Bai, build a new one
near Quang Tri City out of range of the North Viet-
namese artillery positions north of the Ben Hai, and
move MAG-36 closer to the northern battlefront.6

By January 1968, with the focus of the war on the
north, Colonel Frank E. Wilson, the MAG—36 com-
mander, in addition to his H&S squadron, had six heli-
copter squadrons attached to his command. Four of
them, HMMs-164, —362, and —364 and VMO-3,
were with the group headquarters at Phu Bai. The
remaining two squadrons, VMO-6 and HMM-163,
were with the forward headquarters at the newly con-
structed Quang Tri Airfield, and joined on 10 January
by HMM—-262. Equipped with 23 UH-1Es each, both
armed and “slick,” VMQOs—3 and —6 performed similar
missions in their sectors as their sister squadron,
VMO-2, at Marble Mountain. HMMs—163 and —362
were both UH-34 squadrons with 49 aircraft between
them while the remaining squadrons flew the Boeing
CH-46. HMM-164 had 19 of the older CH-46As
while =364 had acquired 32 of the newer and
improved D Models, which had fewer problems than
the older craft. Finally, one C-117D and 18 UH-34s
belonged to H&MS-36 for various logistic runs and
other miscellaneous missions. While mainly support-
ing the 3d Marine Division along the DMZ and in

Thua Thien Province and eventually the 1st Marine
Division’s Task Force X-Ray, MAG-36, like
MAG-16, had a variety of missions to accomplish and
several masters to service.?

Besides the main airbases, the wing maintained for-
ward airfields at Dong Ha, An Hoa, Tam Ky, and Khe
Sanh, large enough to land Marine Lockheed Hercules
KC-130 transports which required about 3,000 feet of
runway. While Marine Refueller Transport Squadron
(VMGR) 152 remained based at Okinawa, it always
kept a small detachment or detachments of approxi-
mately four aircraft in Vietnam at all times. With a
15-17 ton capacity, the KC-130s flew resupply and
reinforcements throughout the Western Pacific from
bases in Vietnam, Japan, Okinawa, and the Philip-
pines. They played a large role in the resupply of Dong
Ha in the eastern DMZ and especially of the 26th
Marines at Khe Sanh with the land lines of communi-
cation closed to that isolated base. Configured for in-
flight refueling missions, the KC~130s were an impor-
tant ingredient in the air war as they serviced attack
and fighter aircraft in the skies over both North and
South Vietnam s*

January 1968 proved to be an extremely busy
month for the aviators of the 1st Wing. During the
month, Marine attack and fighter aircraft flew 4,891

*Prior to the Vietnam War there had been some question whether
the Marine Corps would be permiitted to have the KC-130, the tanker
configuration version of the C—130 Lockheed transport. Air Force offi-
cials claimed that the Hercules KC—130 was primarily a transport and
should remain only in the Air Force. The Marines successfully argued
that it was both and used it as such. See Jack Shulimson, U.S. Marines
in Vietnam, An Expanding War, 1966 (Washington: Hist&MusDiv,
1982), p. 268.
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Photo from Abel Collection

A Marine Lockheed KC—130 Hercules transportivefueler from VMGR—152 vefuels two Douglas
A—4 Skybawks from MAG~12 at 10,000 feet over South Vietnam. VMGR—152, based on Oki-
nawa, kept one detachment in Vietnam for both refuelling and transport missions.

combat sorties in South Vietnam, of which 1,174
were close air support missions. Of the remaining
sorties, 3,651 were in direct support of ground
forces, and 66 were helicopter support, armed recon-
naissance, or ait defense.* These aircraft dropped
some 9,000 tons of bombs, which according to
Marine statistics resulted in an estimated 400 dead.
Marine fixed-wing aircraft also made 476 visual
reconnaissance and 216 sensor reconnaissance flights
in providing battlefield surveillance for ground com-
manders in South Vietnam.9

The record was about as impressive in the skies over
North Vietnam and Laos. These numbers represented
1,434 combat and combat support sorties, 1,180 of
which were strike sorties. The other “out of country”
sorties included 226 reconnaissance sorties and 28
combat air patrols. Over North Vietnam, the Marine
strike sorties, 739 out of 796, hit targets in Route
Package 1, that area immediately north of the Ben Hai
River. Marine participation in the bombing of the
northernmost sector of North Vietnam, Route Package
4, required an especially integrated effort. The A—6As,
EA-GAs, F4Bs, and the KC-130s had to meet precise

* Close air support missions were conducted in such close vicinity
of the ground force that they required detailed coordination and inte-
gration with the ground supporting fires. While coordination with the
supported ground force remained important in direct air support mis-
sions, these sorties were conducted at a sufficient distance that the inte-
gration with the supporting ground fires was less involved.

time schedules “with fully operational systems” to
carry out a successful mission. The two Marine A—GA
squadrons, VMA (AW)s—242 and 533, struck more
than 1,000 targets, most of them moving, in 350 sor-
ties, 34 of them in the northern route packages over
North Vietnam. Marine aviators also flew over 380
strikes against the lines of communication in Laos. All
told, the Marine airmen, exclusive of the transports and
the helicopters, completed a total of more than 7,000
sorties over South Vietnam, North Vietnam, and Laos,
the largest number since July 1967.10

The helicopter and transport pilots also could boast
of similar achievements during January. Marine
C-117s and KC-130s carried nearly 30,000 passen-
gers and more than 6,600,000 pounds of cargo during
the month. Not to be outdone, the CH-53s of
HMH-364 hauled slightly over 19,000 passengers
and over 7,500,000 pounds of food, arms, and equip-
ment in January. For the month, Marine helicopters
from both III MAF and the SLF of the Seventh Fleet
flew 34,957 sorties, lifting neatly 60,000 troops and
6,617 tons of cargo.!

These accomplishments had come at some cost to
the Marine wing in both personnel and aircraft. Com-
munist antiaircraft fire downed seven fixed-wing
planes including three A4E Skyhawks, one F—4B
Phantom II, one F—8 Crusader, one EF-10B Whale,
and one A—GA Intruder. The enemy gunners also shot
down six helicopters, three Ch—46s, one UH-34, one
CH-53, and one UH-1E. Enemy rocket and mortar
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Department of Defense (USMC) Photo A190806

A completely destroyed Grumman A—GA Intruder is the victim of a vocket and mortar bombardment

on the Da Nang Airfield.

men also destroyed six F—4Bs and one A—6A in their
shelling of the Da Nang and Chu Lai airfields. In addi-
tion, enemy machine gun fire caused some impairment
to 328 Marine aircraft, 38 of them sustaining serious
damage. Communist mortar and rocket attacks on the
airfields also hit another 104 aircraft, 13 of which
required extensive repairs.* Even more costly were the
losses of trained Marine airmen—enlisted crewmen
and Marine aviators—adding to the already existing
shortage of aviation personnel.i2

*The Communists rocketed Da Nang Air Base on 3 January and fol-
lowed with rocket and mortar attacks at the Da Nang and Marble Moun-
tain Airfields on 30 January, and hic the Marble Mountain facility once
again on 31 January. They hit the new Quang Tri airstrip with both rock-
ets and mortars on 24, 27, and 29 January. They also mortared and rock-
eted MAG~13 at Chu Lai on 31 January 1968. 1st MAW ComdC, Jan68,
pp- 3-35—3-8. Colonel Robert Lewis, at the time the commander of
VMCJ-1, photographed the Chu Lai Air Base from an RF—4B the day
after che attack. He recalled chat at Chu Lai, the rockets “hit the MAG-13
bomb dump. The ensuing explosion severely damaged two squadron
hangars and absolucely flattened the VMA [AW1-533 hangar.” Col
Robert W. Lewis, Comments on draft, n.d. [Dec94} (Vietnam Comment
File). Colonel Dean Wilker, who commanded MAG-12 at Chu Laj,
remembered the actack somewhar differently. According to Wilker, the
rockets hit “che Navy bomb dump”—rather than the one belonging to
MAG-13—located between the shoreline and the MAG-12 hangars. He
stated chat “bombs exploded and left a huge hole in the sand dune area.
The blast caved in one of my hangars and damaged the others.” Col Dean
Wilker, Comments on draft, dtd 18Nov94 (Vietnam Comment File).

The coming months would bring even more prob-
lems. For the entire III MAF staff and particularly for
General Anderson, it would be a frustrating experi-
ence. It would be a period of conflicting responsibili-
ties, in which Marine Corps doctrine relative to the
mission and employment of fixed-wing air in support
of ground forces would be called into question.

Marine Control of Air

By the end of the month, the siege of Khe Sanh, the
insertion of the 1st Air Cavalry into northern I Corps,
and the launching of the Communist Tet offensive
would bring several Marine aviation issues to a head.
Especially sensitive was the issue of control of Marine
fixed-wing air in Vietnam. According to Marine Corps
doctrine, the purpose of Marine air was to provide close
and direct air support to the Marine infantry division
on the ground. The Marine Corps had worked out, as
noted by Major General Anderson, “detailed and effec-
tive procedures,” particularly for amphibious opera-
tions, but applicable to extended ground operations,
which closely integrated Marine aviation and infantry
units into “air-ground task forces.”13 As Marine Major
General Keith B. McCutcheon, serving in 1968 as
Deputy Chief of Staff (Aviation) [DCS (Air)} at Head-
quarters, U.S. Marine Corps and one of the major archi-
tects of Marine aviation doctrine, later emphatically
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wrote, the Marine Corps “jealously guards the integri-
ty of its air-ground team.”'4

From the very beginning of the Marine Corps
involvement in Vietnam, Marine officers sought to
avoid any repetition of the Korean War experience
where for the last two years of that conflict the Marine
ground force “worked for the 8th Army and the
[Marine] air forces worked for the Fifth Air Force.” In
1963, then Marine Brigadier General McCutcheon,
Assistant Chief of Staff for Operations, CinCPac,
headed a 12-man board with representatives from the
Pacific Command staff and from all of the CinCPac
Service component commands to “examine the full
spectrum of tactical air support” in the theater and to
come up with recommendations for its organization
under a joint command. Without going into all of the
ramifications, the “McCutcheon Board” proposed

MajGen Keith B. McCutcheon, Marine Deputy Chief of Staff
(Air) in 1968, was a former commander of the 15t MAW.
Gen McCutcheon was a pioneer Marine aviator who played a
large vole in the development of Marine close air support doc-
trine as well as in Marine employment of the helicopter.
Department of Defense (USMC) Photo A413010
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that a joint force commander under CinCPac should
appoint a Service commander (in most instances the
Air Force component commander) to be the “coordi-
nating authority for tactical air operations.” This dis-
tinction was important since under the then existing
joint definitions, “coordinating authority” permitted
a commander “to require consultation between the
agencies involved, but does not have authority to
compel agreement.”’s

Although Admiral Ulysses S. Grant Sharp and his
predecessor failed to approve the “McCutcheon
report,” the CinCPac commander used the “coordi-
nating authority” solution as the basis for command
of aviation resources in Vietnam. In fact, when in
March 1965, General Westmoreland informed
CinCPac that he planned to place Marine fixed-wing
units under the overall operational control of his Air
Force component commander, at that time the Com-
manding General, 2d Air Division, Admiral Sharp
overruled him. In no uncertain terms, in a message
probably drafted by General McCutcheon, Sharp
told Westmoreland that he would exercise opera-
tional control of Marine aviation through III MAF
and that authority could not be “delegated to the 2d
Air Division.”16

The resulting MACV Air Directive 95—4 on air
support issued in July 1965 provided the 2d Air Divi-
sion commander “coordinating authority,” but
retained operational control of all Marine air in III
MAEF At the same time, however, the Marines were to
notify the 2d Air Division on a daily basis of the num-
ber of aircraft in excess of IIl MAF needs and make
them available as needed. While modified slightly in
1966, this basic directive remained in effect into
1968. As a member of the 1st MAW staff, Lieutenant
Colonel Richard E. Carey later observed that che
Marines “were very careful to ensure we provided daily
reports of the number of aircraft in excess of IIl MAF
needs,” but that by January 1968, “there were seldom
excess sorties or aircraft available.”7

Lieutenant General Krulak, the FMFPac comman-
der, pointedly stated a few months earlier that the
Marines had the air-ground team in Vietnam that
they had wanted in Korea. According to Krulak, this
was, “no accident. We have CinCPac to thank for
putting his foot down and saying ‘No . . . .” We have
to thank him, plus the stubborn persuasion on him
by a few Marines.” Furthermore, the FMFPac com-
mander correctly observed that notwithstanding all
the talk about the Marine air-ground relationship the
Vietnam arrangement provided the Marine Corps for
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one of the first times in combat, the air-ground team
“in its classic sense.”18

Despite the operational control retained by III
MAF and the 1st MAW of its fixed-wing assets, the
Marines recognized the primacy of the Seventh Air
Force commander as the MACV air coordinator. The
air directive permitted ComUSMACYV in the event
of emergency to direct the Commander of the Sev-
enth Air Force to assume operational control of
Marine aircraft. Moreover, in August 1965 in an
agreement between General McCutcheon, who
commanded the 1st MAW from May 1965 through
May 1966, and General Joseph H. Moore, the com-
mander of the 2d Air Division, which later became
the Seventh Air Force, the Marines acknowledged
that the Air Force command had overall responsi-
bility for air defense in the unlikely event of a North
Vietnamese air attack.1?

In accordance with this agreement, the Marines
designated a certain number of aircraft for air defense
purposes. The Air Force, through its control and
reporting center (CRC)* in I Corps, codenamed
Panama, located on Monkey Mountain on Tiensha
Peninsula, had the authority to alert or scramble and
assign air defense targets to these Marine fighters.
Moreover, the CRC determined when and if the 1st
and 2d Light Antiaircraft Missile (LAAM) Battalions
“were free to engage a target presumed to be hostile”
with its HAWK** surface-to-air guided missiles.
Part of MACG-18, the two battalions, each with a
basic load of 108 missiles, were responsible for
ground antiair defense at Da Nang and Chu Lai. In
January 1968, Lieutenant Colonel Marshall J. Trea-
do, the commander of the 1st LAAM Battalion at Da
Nang, had one battery near the Hai Van Pass, anoth-
er on Monkey Mountain, and the third west of the

*The Panama CRC was an element of the U.S. Air Force tactical
air control system from which the Air Force directed radar control
and warning operations within its sector. It was subordinate to the
Seventh Air Force Tactical Air Control Center in Saigon which con-
trolled all Air Force tactical air operations and air-warning functions
in South Vietnam. The TACC in Saigon “did not have authority over
operations in the northern route packages of North Vietnam; Air
Force operations there were controlled by the Seventh Air Force
Command Cencer. Until Mar 1968, the Seventh Air Force Command
Center also controlled operations in Route Package One.” Dr. Wayne
Thompson, USAF Historical Office, Comments on draft, ded
23Nov94 (Vietcnam Comment File).

**The acronym HAWK stands for Homing-All-the-Way-Killer.
The HAWK air defense is a mobile, surface-to-air guided missile sys-
tem designed to defend against enemy low-flying aircraft and short-
range rocket missiles.
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airbase near the 1st Marine Division headquarters.
The 2d LAAM Battalion, under Lieutenant Colonel
Stanley A. Herman, disposed its batteries in similar
fashion around Chu Lai to provide adequate protec-
tion. Lieutenant Colonel David S. Twining, who
later commanded Marine Air Control Squadron
(MACS) 4, credited the LAAM Battalions with “per-
mitting the allocation of virtually all of the Marine
fighter/attack resources to the attack role.” He noted
that by 1968, only two “Air Force F—4 aircraft main-
tained on strip alert for launch against unidentified
inbounds were the only additional routine air defense
measures required . . . .720%**

Outside of the specific air defense measures
directed by the Seventh Air Force, the heart of the
Marine air command and control system was the 1st
MAW tactical air direction center (TADC).*** A
component of MACG-18, the TADC oversaw the
use of all Marine aircraft, both fixed-wing and rotary,
and determined the requisite number for specific
missions. The TADC consisted of two subordinate
agencies, the tactical air operations center (TAOC),
responsible for air defense, air surveillance, and air
control, and the direct air support centers (DASCs)
which maintained control of close and direct air sup-
port missions.?!

The wing TAOC, manned by Marines from
MACS—4, had the latest in technology to carry out
its duties. When the squadron arrived in June 1967,
it brought with it a “modern semi-automated, com-
puter-oriented TAOC” to replace the older manual
procedures. MACS—4 emplaced the TAOC on Mon-
key Mountain near the HAWK firing positions there
and the Air Force “Panama” CRC. The squadron
required ample space for its sundry radars and anten-
nae. It took four huts to house the Tactical Data

*#¥% While there was discussion of rotating the 2d LAAM Baccal-
jon out of Vietnam, the Tet offensive and the Khe Sanh crisis resulted
in the battalion remaining at Chu Lai. Brigadier General Earl E.
Anderson, the IIl MAF Chief of Staff, even proposed to move the bat-
talion from Chu Lai to Quang Tri because of a postulated increased air
threat. Anderson argued, “we all recognize thac it is vital to intercept
enemy aircraft as far from the troops installation as possible.” BGen E.
E. Anderson ltrs to MajGen Keith B. McCutcheon, ded 19Feb and
14Mar68, Encl to Gen Earl E. Anderson, Comments on draft, ded
18Dec94 (Vietnam Comment File). Later in the year, the possibilicy of
the enemy air threat had diminished again and the 2d LAAM Battal-
ion departed Vietnam on 12 October 1968. See also Chapter 21.

##%* Although the Marine Corps normally designated its senior air
command and control organization the Tactical Air Control Center, it
used the usually subordinate term, TADC, in Vietnam to avoid confu-
sion with the Seventh Air Force TACC in Saigon.
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Communications Central (TDCC) and another 16
huts for the TAOC proper. Part of the recently devel-
oped Marine Tactical Data System (MTDS), compat-
ible with the Navy’s Airborne Tactical Data System
(ATDS), the new TAOC permitted the Marine con-
trollers to monitor about 250 airborne aircraft at one
time, both friendly and hostile, and to handle about
25 air intercepts at the same instance.22*

The new Marine system had a larger capacity
and more sophisticated air control capability than
the Air Force Panama station. More importantly,
the Marines could electronically exchange air
defense and air control data instantly with the
ships of the Seventh Fleet operating both in the
Gulf of Tonkin and the South China Sea. For the
time being, however, the only way that the Air
Force CRC could communicate with either the
fleet or the Marine TAOC was by voice relay.*
Brigadier General Earl E. “Double E” Anderson, a
Marine aviator who had previously worked on the
DCS (Air) staff at HQMC and was now the III
MAF chief of staff, wrote to General McCutcheon
in Washington that the “Air Force colonel who
now commands Panama finally swallowed his
pride.” According to Anderson, the Air Force
commander had “asked MACS—4 if they would
permit him to send Air Force controllers to work
with the TAOC.” The Marines agreed and “they
have Air Force controllers working on the MTDS

* Lieutenant Colonel William A. Cohn observed that “when the
MTDS replaced the manual system, approximately 1700 a month
. in a few months the MTDS sys-
tem was handling over 17,000 missions a month.” He declared this

missions were being handled . .

was a “quantum leap” and contrasted it with the Air Force system
at Panama, “where all aircraft were put on punch cards and then
introduced into the system, while MTDS acquired aircraft auto-
matically as soon as they were airborne.” LtCol William A. Cohn,
Comments on draft, dtd 13Dec94 (Vietnam Comment File), here-
after Cohn Comments.

**Colonel David S. Twining, a commander of MACS—4 in
1968, recalled that “the TAOC/TDCC had the capability to simi-
larly exchange digital target information with HAWK Missile Bat-
talions and also with adjacent Air Force control agencies. As early
as 1965 the JCS had agreed on joint technical standards for such
information exchange. The Marine Corps and Air Force imple-
mented these standards in both the MTDS and Air Force 407—L
development programs but the Air Force equipment at the site
‘Panama’ CRC was the older Back-Up Intercept Computer
(BUIC-2) which had only the Air Force unique SAGE/BUIC data
link. Using the Marine Corps TDCC equipped with mission-spe-
cific modems a special data link translator was devised which even-
tually succeeded in automating the link between the two centers.
Col David S. Twining, Comments on draft, dtd 15Nov94 (Vietnam
Comment File), hereafter Twining Comments.
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equipment and passing plots by phone to the
Panama site.”23***

The several DASCs made up the second component
of the Ist Wing’s Tactical Air Direction Center. Per-
sonnel from the two Marine air support squadrons,
MASS-2 and -3, manned the five DASCs, usually col-
located with the Marine fire support coordinating cen-
ter (FSCC) of the supported unit. MASS-3 ran the
DASC with the 1st Marine Division at Da Nang, a
mini-DASC with the 26th Marines at Khe Sanh estab-
lished there in mid-January, and the one at Chu Lai.
The two remaining DASCs, manned by MASS-2,
were both in eatly January with the 3d Marine Divi-
sion, one at the division’s main CP at Phu Bai and the
other at the division’s forward headquarters at Dong
Ha. When the 3d Division turned its CP at Phu Bai
over to the 1st Marine Division Task Force X-Ray in
mid-month, the Phu Bai DASC remained behind and
provided the same service to the new command

Supplementing the DASCs, the two MASS
squadrons also maintained five air support radar

*+*General Anderson had more than a passing interest in the
MTDS equipment. He recalled that as a colonel in 1963, he was told
that “the MTDS program (which was the largest R&D Program the
Marine Corps had ever undertaken) was in serious trouble and despite
the Commandant’s reluctance the Marine Corps decided to take the
Program Manager route. Despite my protestations, [ was assigned that
billet and while physically located within DC/S Air, [ reported direct-
ly to the Chief of Staff.” Gen Earl E. Anderson, Comments on draft,
dtd 18Dec94 (Vietnam Comment File). Lieutenant General Richard E.
Carey, who after his stint as a squadron commander served on the 1st
MAVW staff, recalled that he “had numerous conversations with Pana-
ma in which they sang the praises of our MTDS capability.” Carey
Comments. Both Lieutenant Colonel Cohn who commanded MACS-4
until April 1968, and his successor, Colonel Twining, commented on
their relations with the Air Force commander of the “Panama” station.
Lieutenant Colonel Cohn wrote, “the Air Force colonel commanding
Panama brought his VIP visitors to see ‘his’ Marine air control system
inaction. At this time MTDS was handling Army, Navy, and Air Force
aircraft to such locations as Udorn, Piraz, and many other bases. This
in addition to the normal day-to-day operations with lst Wing AC.”
Cohn Comments. Colonel Twining observed that he had excellent
working relations with local Air Force commanders ac Da Nang, but
contrasted this with the “political agenda” of the Seventh Air Force
headquarters in Saigon. He cited as an example where he had worked
out a particular working agreement with the Panama commander in
which MACS~4 would control returning certain Air Force flights in
bad weather when the Air Force equipment “was not up to the task.”
According to Twining the new procedures worked well until the Pana-
ma Commander “made the mistake of relating this to Saigon, where-
upon he was summarily relieved and was not even allowed to return for
his personal gear. His successor made one call on me upon his arrival
and told me that he was under orders to break off all cooperative air
control procedures and that he was furthermore prohibited from fur-
ther meetings with his Marine counterparts.” Twining Comments.
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teams (ASRT) which used the TPQ-10 radar system
to control air strikes in poor and marginal weather.
Like the DASCs, each team was usually collocated
with the supported unit. At the beginning of 1968,
there were two ASRTs at Dong Ha with the 3d
Division, one at Phu Bai, one with the 1st Marine
Division at Da Nang, and one at Chu Lai, which
later in the month moved to Khe Sanh and was
operational there on 23 January. From these loca-
tions, with the 50-mile range of the TPQ-10 radar,
the operators could cover most of I Corps. The
Marine A—4s, A-6s, and F-4Bs all came equipped
with beacons that the TPQ-10 could track for the
entire 50 miles. 2"

In January, the MASS—2 DASCs controlled nearly
5,000 missions, about 3,000 fixed-wing and 2,000
helicopter. MASS-3 directed only slightly fewer, about
3,000 missions equally divided between helicopters
and fixed-wing aircraft. The ASRTs belonging to the
two squadrons ran about 3,400 radar-controlled mis-
sions between them.2

The Marine close and direct air support system
called for an intimate relationship between the air and
ground commands. With each Marine infantry battal-
ion usually having its own forward air control (FAC)
or air liaison party (ALP) attached to it, consisting
usually of a Marine aviator and radio operators and
equipment so as to be able to communicate with both
aircraft and the DASC, ground commanders had their
own aviation advisor on their staff. Although the
ground FACs had the capability to control both fixed-
wing and helicopter airstrikes, usually airborne con-
trollers handled most of these missions because of lim-
itations caused by terrain features and the elusiveness
of the enemy. The ground FAC, nevertheless, con-
tributed important assistance to the ground comman-
der. He provided the infantry the ability to talk to the
air and perhaps more important was able to advise the

*Colonel Twining provided the following description of
TPQ-10 operations: “The TPQ-10 computer compared the aircraft
radar track with the operator-entered target location, taking into
account bomb ballistics and winds. The indicated aircraft track cor-
rections and bomb release signal was relayed by the operaror to the
pilot. For the A—4 aircraft this information was designed to be sent
automarically by data link to the aircraft autopilot butr equipment
problems on both ends of the link resulted in the almost exclusive
use of the voice relay. The TPQ-10 operator and aircraft pilots
became so skillful that all-weacther bomb miss distances were typi-
cally less then 50 meters. The chief problem with TPQ-10 opera-
tions was the occasional entry of gross errors in target location result-
ing in ‘bad drops’ which in a number of instances caused casualties to
friendly forces and civilians.” Twining Comments.
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infantry commander just what type of air support and
ordnance to use.™

Fixed-wing direct and close air support was of two
kinds, preplanned and immediate. In the preplanned
strikes, the infantry barttalion commanders, usually
with cheir air liaison officer, determined the day pre-
ceding the mission what targets he wanted to hit. The
battalion then sent the list through channels to divi-
sion headquarters where the collocated DASC and
FSCC consolidated the air requests. The division then
forwarded the complete package to IIl MAF which in
turn relayed the information to the wing TADC.At the
TADC, the wing prepared the preliminary or frag-
mentary order for the next day. In this order, usually
called the “frag,”** the TADC designated the number
of missions, time on target, and the type of ordnance.
The “frag” then went out to the various aircraft groups
to carry out and to the Marine DASCs to control.
Despite the complexity of the system, the process
allowed for flexibility. Ground commanders could still
call for modifications in the preplanned missions until
2000 of the night before. Normally, a battalion com-
mander could expect the air strike within 20 hours of
the initial request.27***

Marine fixed-wing immediate support was even
more responsive. In the event of need, battalion com-
manders could send in their request at any time. If nec-
essary, the TADC or DASGs, in an emergency, could
divert aircraft from preplanned missions and brief the
pilots in mid-flight to the new targets. Lieutenant
Colonel Twining, a commander of MACS—4, later

#%Ground units used VHF radio nets while aircraft employed
UHEF radios. All FACs, both airborne and on the ground, could employ
either system. Otherwise, the air could not talk to the ground.

*%* Among both aviators and ground officers this process was
called “fragging,” not to be confused with the slang term later identi-
fied with the attempted killing or injuring of officers and senior non-
commissioned officers by throwing fragmentation grenades at them.

#%#% Colonel Joel E. Bonner, the 1st MAW G-3, related that in
Vietnam, the wing modified somewhar the formal procedure described

‘

above: “ . . . due to improved communications both encrypted and
unencrypted most of the required infolormation} was in the hands of
the G=3 action officers long before the formal info arrived. Much of
this info came from the Divisions Air Officer and the Ops officers run-
ning specific operations. Also, at Da Nang the Wing G-3 and the
TADC . . . were collocated in the same building and the G-3 produced
the frag order.” Bonner noted that the TADC worked for the G-3 as its
control center: “The TADC was the instrument that was used not only
to carry out those control functions dictated by the Frag Order, but
also by the Commanding General to redirect Tactical Air for higher
priority missions and emergencies as the tides of battle changed.” Col
Joel E. Bonner, Comments on draft, dtd 250ct92 and 7Dec94 (Viet-

nam Comment File), hereafter Bonner Comments.
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Marines of the 1st LAAM (Light Antiaircraft Missile) Battalion talk on the radio next to their
HAWK surface-to-air guided missiles at the missile site overlooking the Da Nang Airbase from the west.

observed that, “moreover, there wete generally suffi-
cient preplanned missions canceled after launch to pro-
vide a ‘divert pool’ from which aircraft could be
assigned to immediate requests.”2 The TADC could
also launch strikes from any of the three “hot pads.”
Each of the fixed-wing groups usually kept four aircraft
on strip alert. Completely fueled and armed with an
assortment of ordnarce, these planes usually would be
airborne under 10 minutes from receipt of the initial
request. Other aircraft would immediately take their
place on the hot pad. In the event of an intense combat
situation, the wing would prebrief pilots and then send
them aloft in aircraft on airborne alert. If circumstances
dictated the wing could also call upon the Seventh Air
Force and even Seventh Fleet fixed-wing actack aircraft
for assistance.?

For the most part, Marine air flew about 80 percent
of its missions in support of the two Marine divisions.
The wing gave the remaining 20 percent to the Sev-
enth Air Force. Up to this point, Marine air normally
did not support Army units except upon request of the
Seventh Air Force. The Korean Marines, however,
came directly to the wing which in part was the reason

for maintaining the Marine DASC at Chu Lai. Majos
General Norman Anderson remembered several years
later that the Army’s Task Force Oregon, later to
become the Americal Division, when it arrived in [
Corps in 1967, “provided their own communications
into the TADC of the 1st MAW at Da Nang.”* The
Army division could then lodge requests for pre-
planned and emergency close air support with the
Marines. Mostly, however, the “Americal relied . . . on
the Seventh Air Force for preplanned support,”
although the Marine wing made supplementary sorties
available. Anderson, nevertheless, insisted that the
arrangement required chat the supported unit provide
“its own communications into the Marine system . . .

* Army General William B. Rosson, who commanded Task Force
Oregon in the Spring of 1967, remembered that he was supported by
both the Seventh Air Force and the 1st Marine Aircraft Wing then and,
“the support was timely and effective overall. Admittedly, the Task
Force required duplicate Air Force and Marine liaison and control party
assets, burt this did not pose a difficult problem for 111 MAFE. (We had
deployed with normal Air Force liaison and control party elements;
Marine elements joined us from Chu Lai.)” Gen William B. Rosson,
USA, Comments on draft, dtd 27Feb96 (Vietnam Comment File).
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The Marine Tactical Air Operations Center (TAOC), located on Monkey Mountain on the Tiensha
Peninsula east of Da Nang, was equipped with the latest in computer technology. The TAOC, run by
Marine Air Control Squadyon (MACS) 4, required ample space for its sundry radars and antennae.

it being manifestly impossible for a Marine Air Wing
to possess equipment and personnel to net with all pos-
sible supported units.” By January 1968, with the sit-
uation at Khe Sanh drawing more attention and the
planned deployment of more Army units north, Gen-
eral Westmoreland worried not only about whether
Marine air could continue to operate independently,
but whether he had to alter the entire fabric of com-
mand relations in I Corps.30

Proposed Changes in Command and Control over
Marine Air; Operation Niagara, January 1968

Early in 1968, General Westmoreland planned to
launch an air offensive in northwestern I Corps to pro-
tect the Marine base at Khe Sanh and to counter the
North Vietnamese Army buildup there. Based on the
previous late summer-early fall air effort, Operation
Neutralize in support of Con Thien, the MACV air
commander decided upon what he called another
SLAM (seek, locate, annihilate, and monitor) cam-
paign. Conceived in an imagery “of cascading bombs
and shells,” Westmoreland labeled the new endeavor
Operation Niagara. According to the concept, U.S. Air
Force Strategic Air Command’s eight-engine Boeing

B-52 Stratofortresses would fly massive carpetbomb-
ing “Arclight” missions in support of Khe Sanh from
their bases in Guam and Thailand. In coordination, Air
Force, Marine Corps, and Navy tactical aircraft would
make precision air strikes against identifiable enemy
forward positions. Marine and Army artillery from
both firing positions at Khe Sanh and Camp Carroll in
the DMZ sector would supplement the air bombard-
ment. The idea was to surround the Marine base with
both a “steel curtain” and a “ring of fire” to keep the
North Vietnamese out.3!

On 5 January, General Westmoreland implemented
the first phase of Operation Niagara, which was pri-
marily an intelligence gathering effort employing air
and ground reconnaissance resources. This included
the use of sensors* and the monitoring of enemy com-
munications. At the same time, the MACV comman-

*For discussion of the Khe Sanh campaign from January through
June 1968, see Chapters 4, 14, and 16.

*%Navy Captain Bernard D. Cole, who as a Navy lieutenant was
atrached to the 26th Marines as the assistant target intelligence officer,
wrote that “air dropped sensors were a primary source of targeting data
for us.” Capt Bernard D. Cole, USN, Comments on draft, drd 270ct94
(Vietnam Comment File), hereafter Cole Comments.
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A USAF Boeing B-52 Stratofortress drops its bombs during an Arclight mission over Vietnam.
Gen Westmoreland proposed during Operation Niagara to drop a cascade of bombs and shells on the

NVA force around Khe Sanb.

der ordered his staff to come up with a plan for the sec-
ond phase of the operation. Most importantly, West-
moreland placed his deputy for Air, Air Force General
William W. “Spike” Momyer in charge.

General Momyer made no secret about his unhap-
piness with the air arrangements in Vietnam, especial-
ly with Marine aviation. As his nickname implied,
Momyer, who had replaced General Moore as Com-
manding General, Seventh Air Force in the summer of
1967, was a strong, opinionated commander who
argued his case forcefully. He bluntly shared his views
even with Marine generals. Momyer told both Major
General Louis B. Robertshaw, the previous commander
of the 1st MAW,, and Brigadier General John R. Chais-
son, the director of the MACV combat operations cen-
ter, that he wanted operational control of Marine air
and “didn’t think we should have two air forces sup-
porting the battle in South Vietnam.” While Marine
commanders held up the Korean War aviation
arrangement as the one precedent to avoid at all costs,
Momyer frankly declared that it was his objective “to

get the air responsibilities straightened out as we had
them in Korea . . . .” He believed that the Marine sys-
tem of air control failed to make priorities and, in
effect, wasted valuable air assets in attempting to meet
all of the needs of the ground commanders 32"

With the impetus now on Operation Niagara,
Momyer used the opportunity to try to alter the air
relationships at Khe Sanh. He convinced General

*General Wallace M. Greene, Jr., who was Marine Corps Com-
mandant from 1964 through 1967, recalled that during one visit to
Vietnam he had an “extremely angry exchange [with General Momy-
er} which culminated in ‘Spike’ and his staff following us to the curb
on our departure! Verbal fists flying!” Gen Wallace M. Greene, Jr.,
Comments on draft, ded 110ct94 (Vietnam Comment File). Accord-
ing to a still unpublished Air Force history, General Momyer was
selected as commander of the Seventh Air Force because of “his con-
. No Army
commander was apt to get the best of an argument with Momyer over
air power.” Wayne Thompson, “The United States Air Force in South-
east Asia, From Rolling Thunder to Line Backer, The Air War over
North Vietnam, 1966-1973,” ms, Center of Air Force History, Chap-
ter 1, pp. 21-22.

victions about the best way to employ fighter aircraft . .
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Westmoreland that changes had to be made. From a
Marine Corps perspective, General Chaisson, who was
very close to General Westmoreland, later related that
the MACV commander “was weak as hell on his com-
prehension of tactical air support on a day-to-day basis.
That's why I think he got hooked on that one.” During
these discussions, interestingly enough, General Chais-
son was on home leave in Maine and did not return to
Vietnam until later in the month. Also both Lieu-
tenant General Cushman, the III MAF commander,
and Major General Norman Anderson, the Marine
wing commander, at this point, were unaware of the
implications of the Niagara plan.3

While obviously influenced by General Momyer,
General Westmoreland also had his own agenda.” The
MACV commander already had other concerns with
the Marine Corps command. Moreover, Westmoreland
did not always acquiesce to Seventh Air Force desires.
He had resisted previous attempts by the Air Force to
have a larger representation on the MACV staff. Indeed,
he kept most strike targeting authority for both B-52s
and Air Force tactical air in the Army-dominated Tac-
tical Air Support Element (TASE) of his own staff rather
than delegating that function to the Seventh Air Force.
Even General Chaisson admitted that Momyer and
Westmoreland had a relationship based on mutual
respect and trust and that the Air Force general was “a
very competent component commander.”34

For whatever his motivation, on 18 January, Gen-
eral Westmoreland proposed to Admiral Sharp that
because of the “impending major battle,” that he
planned to give operational control of the 1st MAW
aircraft “less the helicopters” to General Momyer, his
deputy for air. He wanted “rapid decision making”
and the ability to concentrate all air, which he did not
believe existed under the present system. Westmore-
land stated that he was considering the move a “tem-
porary measure,” but made no mention of the emer-
gency provision available to him under his own air
directive 95—4. In fact, the MACV commander sev-

* Army historian Graham A. Cosmas observed that “this is a valid
and necessary point.” According to Cosmas, “the Marine command
throughout the single management fight tended to view Westmore-
land as little more than a ‘useful idiot’ for Momyer, whom they iden-
tified as their principal antagonist. This may have cost the Marines
politically, since they failed to address the problem ComUSMACV
thought he saw and instead concentrated on a hard-line doctrinal
argument against the Air Force. This in turn exasperated Westmore-
land, who became as a result more susceptible to Momyer's argu-
ments.” Dr. Graham A. Cosmas, CMH, Comments on draft, 23Nov94
(Vietnam Comment File).
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eral years later stated that he was unaware that he had
that authority: “I didn’t worry about things like that.
I had a deputy {Momyer} and he never told me any-
thing like this.”s

At this point, Admiral Sharp denied Westmore-
land’s request. In a return message on the same day, he
asked the MACV commander to consider all the ram-
ifications including the probable inter-Service wrangle
that would result in a change of the existing order.
Before making a final decision, the CinCPac com-
mander stated that he wanted to review the recom-
mendations and viewpoints of both Generals Momyer
and Cushman on the matter.36

After the shelling of the Khe Sanh base on 21
January and believing that the long-awaited battle
may have started, Westmoreland decided against
pursuing the subject of control over Marine air any
further. Instead, he immediately implemented the
second phase of the Niagara operation. In a message
to Admiral Sharp explaining his actions and future
plans, he stated that it had never been his “inten-
tion to in any way interfere with the close air sup-

Gen William W. Momyer, USAF, seen bere as a lieutenant gen-
eval, was commander of the Seventh Air Force and the MACV
deputy for air. Momyer was a strong advocate of the Air Force
position relative to controlling aviation assets in Vietnam.
Photo courtesy of Office of Air Force History
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port so essential to the Marines.” Westmoreland
radioed, however, that he still required the “author-
ity to delegate to my deputy commander for air, che
control that I deem appropriate.” He declared that
in Niagara II, he had charged Momyer, “with che
overall responsibility for air operations for the exe-
cution of the plan.” While the Seventh Air Force
would coordinate and direct the employment of
tactical air in Niagara II, General Westmoreland
carefully added that the Marine wing would make
only available those sorties not required for the
“direct air support” of Marine units. The MACV
commander observed that the Seventh Air Force
commander and the Marine command would work
out the details for the coordination of their effort.
Interestingly, both III MAF and the Seventh Air
Force received a copy of this message which was not
the case of the earlier communications between
Westmoreland and Sharp.3”

I MAF and the Seventh Air Force quickly
resolved the particulars between the two relative to
Niagara II. Major General Norman Anderson, the
1st MAW commander, visited the Seventh Air Force
headquarters at Tan Son Nhut in Saigon to complete
the coordination between the two. During his stay at
Saigon, General Anderson inspected the Seventh Air
Force intelligence control center for the operation,
which eventually produced some 300 targets during
a given week. According to Anderson, the intelli-
gence center was designating targets, but was not
sure whether they were being hit. The 1st Wing
commander and Momyer agreed “to exchange attack
information on a 24-hour basis.” About midnight,
the Seventh Air Force would inform III MAF of the
number of targets struck, their coordinates, and any
available battle damage assessment (BDA). III MAF
in turn would turn over its target data and BDA to
the Air Force 38

For the Khe Sanh sector, the Seventh Air Force
established an airborne command and control cen-
ter (ABCCC), an electronically equipped Lockheed
C-130E transport. From its orbit over eastern
Laos, the ABCCC controlled all aircraft in Niagara
II, except Marine close air support fixed-wing

* According to General Carey, who at the time served on the 1st
MAW staff, “the concept of intelligence center targeting proved to be
ineffective principally because of its lack of timeliness. Targets for the
most part were fleeting targets and required quick response. BDA for
the most part was unrealistic. We looked upon the system as ‘Big
Thinking’ strategic targeting but not very practical from a tactical
standpoint.” Carey Comments.
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planes and helicopters.* At Khe Sanh, on 22 Jan-
uary, the 1st MAW moved a mini-DASC from Chu
Lai to Khe Sanh, backed by a Marine airborne
DASC in a KC-130.** The Marine wing and the
Seventh Air Force divided the air space over the
Marine base into six concurrent zones. In the three
closest to the base, aircraft reported into the Khe
Sanh FSCC and DASC, which, of course, were col-
located. The 1st Wing and 3d Marine Division
Dong Ha DASC and FSCC controlled the eastern-
most zone. The Air Force ABCCC had complete
authority over the two remaining zones.»
Although somewhat formalized, the aviation arrange-
ments at Khe Sanh were at best ad hoc and sometimes con-
fusing. As General Norman Anderson described it, at first,
all sorties within the range of the Marine air support radar
teams would be “directed by our forward air controllers”
and would be a 1st Wing responsibility. With the begin-
ning of the B-52 sorties, however, “this became a jumbled
arrangement as well” and air control became a matter of
“expediency” rather than “doctrine.” Air Force controllers
complained that Marine aircraft over Khe Sanh too often
ignored the Seventh Air Force ABCCC. From an Air Force
viewpoint, this duo-air-control relationship “perpetuated
the existence of two air forces operating in a compressed
area.” General Momyer believed that the Niagara compro-
mise placed “too much emphasis on geographical consider-
ations.” He believed that Marine air was fighting irs “own
private war at Khe Sarth” rather than fitting into the overall
air campaign. As Air Force historian Bernard C. Nalty later

**Colonel Bonner, the 1st MAW G-3, commented that the lack
of airbases in I Corps limite Generﬂomyer in his ability “due to
time, distance, and weather to place a ‘Hallmark USAF stamp’ on Air
Support in I Corps. Therefore the C-130 Airborne Command and Con-
trol Center was invented for Khe Sanh and Niagara with B=52s was the
Momyer way of getting the Air Force involved.” Bonner Comments.
General Carey, who at the time as a lieutenant colonel, worked for
Colonel Bonner, recalled that “feedback from the Seventh Air Force
ABCCC was non existent. On the other hand our communications
with the Khe Sanh and Dong Ha DASC were excellent and as a result
the TADC had a good picture of our sectors.” Carey Comments.

*4%* Colonel Twining recalled that there was some thought to mov-
ing one of the two TPQ-10 ASRTs at Dong Ha to an area west of
Camp Carroll, probably at Ca Lu, to support Khe Sanh. The NVA
interdiction of Route 9 in that sector prevented the move. According
to Twining the “most logical solution was an ASRT located at Khe
Sanh itself, along with elements of a DASC. Accordingly, General
Anderson moved one of the TPQ-10s and a mini-DASC from
MASS-3 assets at Chu Lai to Khe Sanh . . . To provide interim control
of air support operations while the Khe Sanh DASC was being moved
into position and set up, MASS-2 provided an airborne DASC in a
KC-130 which orbited Khe Sanh at 20,000 ft, out of range of the
NVA antiaircraft guns.” Twining Comments.
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wrote: “Momyer thought in terms of using a limited num-
ber of aircraft toattack an increasing number of targets over
a wide area; the Marines focused on providing the swiftest
and deadliest support for the man with the rifle.o*

In contrast to Momyer, Marine Generals McCutcheon
and Norman Anderson were relatively satisfied with the
arrangements for Niagara II. While still uneasy about
MACYV and Seventh Air Force motivations, they believed
that for the most part the questions about air contro| had
been put to bed. On 23 January, in Washington, Gener-
al McCutcheon informally wrote to Anderson, the wing
commander, that Headquarters Marine Corps was
“watching with great interest the OpCon command rela-
tionship game and the flurry of message traffic berween
the powers-to-be.” McCutcheon acknowledged, however,
that the Niagara implementing order was “simply a
restatement of existing procedures.” In reply, about two
weeks later, the wing commander assured General
McCutcheon that IIl MAF relations with the Seventh Air
Force “have again normalized.” According to Anderson,
“the heat is temporarily off in doctrinal matters . . . We
both can live and petform our jobs while respecting the
others’ doctrinal position. For the time being, it appears
that Spike Momyer is willing to do this.”

*In 1996, Lieutenant Colonel Richard E. Donaghy, who as a cap-
tain in 1968 was the 26th Marines regimental air officer, remembered
that sometime in late February an “Air Force Jolly Green [helicopter}
arrived at Khe Sanh unannounced. . . . Into the Regimental Command
Bunker watked Gen Momyer complete with utiliries, flak jacket, and
helmet.” After a briefing, the Air Force general asked ro speak to the
“senior Marine aviator on the regimental staff,” which of course was
Donaghy. According to Lieutenant Colonel Donaghy, “General Momy-
er gave me the impression that he wanted to help us get the job done
at Khe Sanh, but only on his terms.” General Momyer stated that “he
could send us more air than I could control with the ground and air-
borne FACs I had available.” Donaghy replied that the Air Force air-
craft “were carrying the wrong ordnance and were dropping too high.
They always carried ‘slick’ bombs and were dropping so high thar rhey
rarely hic the point targets we so often were after (bunkers).” The
Marine officer continued rhar what he needed were “snake and nape.”
[“Snake” pertained to 250- and 500-pound bombs configured with a
special tail called “snake-eyes,” while “nape” referred to napalm}. In
Donaghy’s account, General Momyer “smiled and told me to get the
high drag ordnance from rhe Marines. His pilots would continue ro do
as they had over the pasr months because he didn't wanr ro lose planes
‘down in rhe weeds.” Donaghy stared thar after Momyer left, he srarr-
ed to obrain Air Force aircraft and eventually worked out a system
“where we would use the Air Force planes with their low drag ordnance
for Marine TPQs on rargets well away from friendlies, with FACs that
had ‘area targets’, or pass them . . . for use in Laos where the NVA big
guns were always shooting at us from Co Roc. The Marine air we used
in close because of their ordnance loads and their release alticudes—
they could see who they were going after.” LtCol Richard E. Donaghy
ltr to Jack Shulimson, n.d. [Jul96} and 40ct96 (Vietnam Comment
File), hereafter Donaghy Comments.
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Operation Niagara and Air Resupply in the
Defense of Khe Sanb

While the issue of command and control over air
operations still simmered below the surface, the allies
unleashed their air offensive in Operation Niagara. From
22 January through the end of March, American airpow-
er in a massive onslaught bombarded the North Viet-
namese forces surrounding the Marine base at Khe Sanh
with over 95,000 tons of ordnance.* Within the first
week, Marine and Air Force fighter bombers flew about
3,000 sorties and the B-52 stratofortresses over 200. On
7 February, General Anderson, the 1st Wing comman-
der, observed that “some fantastic amounts of ordnance
are delivered daily, hopefully with a beneficial effect.”2

A key element of the Niagara air offensive was the
B-52 Arclight strikes. During the period 22 Janu-
ary—31 March, the stratofortresses, each plane able to
hold 27 tons of ordnance, released nearly 60,000 tons of
high explosive upon the enemy. To enhance the concus-
sion effects, the big bombers carried mixed bombloads
of 250-, 500—, and 750-pound bombs. Beginning at
the end of February, employing van-mounted Combat
Skyspot radar MSQ-77, Air Force ground radar opera-
tors directed some of the Arclight missions as close as
1,000 meters to the Marine lines. Thinking that they
had a 3,000 meter comfort range, the North Viet-
namese had stored some of their ammunition within
those limits. The results were some spectacular explo-
sions. Marine defenders at Khe Sanh came out of their
bunkers to watch, calling the display of pyrotechnics
from the sky, “Number One on the hit parade.”3"

**The exact tonnage dropped varies from the figure of 95,430 men-
tioned by MACV in its history to 103,500 tons listed by FMFPac. Air Force
historians Bernard Nalty and John Schlight use the figures 98,000 and
100,000 tons, respectively. MACV ComdHist, 1968, I, p. 423; FMFPac,
MarOpsV, Mar68, p. 3; Nalty “Operation Niagara, Air Power, and the Siege
of Khe Sanh,” p. 39; Schlight, Years of the Offensive, 196568, p. 285.

*%* Colonel Bonner, the 1st MAW G-3, observed that the safety
zone for the Arclight strikes were three kilometers, and “undoubtedly
there were some missions conducted closer rhan three kilometers bur
probably not many.” According to Bonner, the Air Force briefers told
the wing staff that “the Arclight targets would be made by map grid
coordinates rather than geographical features and the targer would
always be one kilometer square. Their rarional was the dispersion of a
full load of 250, 500, and 750 pound bombs would safely land in the
one kilometer square, ie. Carpet bombing.” Bonner Comments. Navy
Captain Bernard D. Cole, who at the rank of lieutenant served as the
assistant target intelligence officer with the 26th Marines, remembered
rhat the B=52 strikes “were devastating, but their very effectiveness pre-
cluded accurate body counts: many enemy were undoubtedly buried by
the detonations; there were also interesring POW accounts about the
deafening and psychological effects of rhe strikes . .. .” Cole Comments.
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The Marine Air Traffic Control Unit (MATCU) 62 detachment area at Khe Sanb displays its
radar equipment. Notice the fire truck in the revetment in the foreground.

While the 26th Marines FSCC at Khe Sanh pro-
vided the targeting data for 90 percent of the B-52
missions, General Westmoreland personally approved
each of the Arclight strikes and occasionally diverted
mussions from his headquarters at Tan Son Nhut. The
26th Marines sent their requests for the massive air
raids with specific targets to the 3d Marine Division
air officer about 15 hours prior to the scheduled drop
time. Up to three hours prior to the strike, the 26th
Marines target intelligence officer could request an
alternate target. After that time, no changes were per-
mitted 1n the targeting process.#

The MACV tmetable for the Arclights called for
eight strikes every 24 hours. Later, the Strategic Air
Command pared the response time of the big bombers
even further, sending out three-plane cells every three
hours from Guam and Thailand and eventually from
Okinawa. Every 90 minutes, a Combat Skyspot unit
would pick up the bombers and direct them to a partic-
ular tacget block or alternate target. To avoid predictable
patterns and to keep the enemy off balance, the B-52
cells would vary their intervals over their targets from an
hour to 90 minutes, or even two hours. In the last week
of February, the Air Force changed the number and inter-
vals of aircraft once more, dispatching six B—-52s every
three hours instead of three aircraft every 90 minutes.%

While allied intelligence attempted to assess the
effectiveness of this heavy intensive bombardment, sev-
eral factors impeded the collection effort. More than
half of the B—52 strikes occurred at might and heavy
cloud cover during the day often frustrated aerial pho-
tographic coverage. According to an Air Force histori-
an, the aerial photographic experts could only interpret
“accurately” about seven percent of the total of South-
east Asia Arclight missions. From the available sources,
Air Force BDA officers concluded that for the period
15 January through 31 March, the stratofortresses
destroyed over 270 defensive positions including
bunkers and trenches and another 17 weapon posi-
tions. The raids damaged nearly 70 more of the enemy
bunkers and trenches and another eight weapons.
B-52 crewmen claimed “1,382 secondary explosions
and 108 secondary fires. 4

Any estimate of the number of enemy casualties as
a result of the B-52 bombardment around Khe Sanh
would only be a guess. Still, enough impressionistic
evidence exists that the bombing created havoc with
enemy morale and at the same time lifted chat of the
Marine defenders at Khe Sanh. In March 1968, a
North Vietnamese noncommissioned officer from the
Oth Regiment, 304th NVA Division, near Khe Sanh,
entered 1n his diary: “Here the war is fiercer than in all
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other places. . . . All of us stay in underground trench-
es . ... We are in the sixtieth day and B-52s continue

to pour bombs . . . this is an area where it rains bombs
and cartridges. Vegetation and animals, even those
who live in deep caves or underground, have been
destroyed.” Another enemy diarist wrote, “the heavy
bombing of the jets and B—52 explosions are so strong
that our lungs hurt.” Marine Captain William H.
Dabney, the company commander of Company I, 3d
Battalion, 26th Marines on the isolated outpost on Hill
881 South, observed that “B—52s make excellent CAS
[close air support] birds.” He then exclaimed: “Not
much for bombing trails and base areas, but God! Give
thern a target and get them to it quickly and scratch
one target.”¥?

Despite the dramatic aspects of the Arclights, the
26th Marines relied heavily on the close air support
missions flown by the tactical fighter-bomber aircraft,
especially those controlled by Air Support Radar Team
Bravo (ASRT-B) from MASS-3. For much of the peri-
od of Niagara, especially through February, the atmos-
pheric conditions called by the French, crachin, consist-
ing of low-lying clouds, morning fog, and intermittent
rain showers, dominated the weather over Khe Sanh.
With the resulting overcast skies and reduced visibili-
ty, the pilots flew a greater percentage of radar-con-
trolled strikes. On 18 February, in a record-setting 24-
hour period, Marine and Air Force aircraft, all under
Marine ground radar control, dropped over 480 tons of
ordnance on 105 separate tatgets. An indication of the
confidence that both ground and air commanders had
in the accuracy of the radar, TPQ strikes as close as 500
meters to friendly lines were routine. An Air Force liai-
son officer believed that the Marine radar operators

*Marine TPQ ground controllers at Khe Sanh could handle as
many as four aircraft on “the same pass as long as the pilots flew in a
tight formation and radar did not break lock.” The Khe Sanh FSCC
generally used a rough rule of thumb relative to the weight of the ord-
nance and distance from friendly lines to determine targets for TPQ
missions. Normally 500-pound bombs, because of their large frag-
mentation pattern, would not be dropped within 500 meters of friend-
ly troops while 250-pound ordnance would not be dropped within 250
meters of Marine lines. Shore, Battle for Kbe Sanb, p. 104. Lieutenant
Colonel Donaghy, who served in 1968 as the 26¢h Marines regimental
air officer, commented: “I cannot imagine what would have happened
at Khe Sanh had we not had ASRT-B. They were always ‘up’, always
‘on target and always innovative.” He recalled thac the Khe Sanh
defenders wanted to use napalm against the ever expanding NVA
trenches ac night, which would have “had to be done under flares and
were extremely difficult in mountainous terrain . . . We asked ASRT-B
if they could control napalm drops using TPQ radar. Ac firsc they said
no, because that weapon was not in their ballistic tables, but after some
thought said they'd give it a try. We scheduled several flights of A—4
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could safely bring a bombing mission in as close as 50
meters while a Marine member of the Khe Sanh FSCC
stated in an emergency, “he would have no qualms
about calling in an ASRT-B . . . TPQ within 35
meters of his position.” During Niagara, ASRT-B con-
trolled nearly 5,000 missions.* All told, excluding the
B-52 raids, Marine, Navy, and Air Force pilots exceed-
ed 22,000 fixed-wing strikes in support of Khe Sanh,
with the Marines flying more than 7,000 of those mis-
sions and dropping over 17,000 tons of high explosives
upon the enemy. 8

In their bombing campaign around Khe Sanh, the
Marines experimented with several techniques. Two of
the most unique were the “Mini” and “Micro”
Arclights, which were used for area bombing and
required close coordination with ground supporting
fire. Devised by Captain Kent O. W. Steen, the 26th
Marines assistant fire support coordinator, and Captain
Mirza M. Baig, the regimental target intelligence offi-
cer, the concept behind the Mini Arclight was to act
upon fast breaking intelligence when B-52 strikes
were not available.” When the regiment received indi-
cations that North Vietnamese units were moving into
a specific area, the Khe Sanh FSCC would plot a 500-
by 1,000-meter zone in the center of the suspected
enemy sector. The regiment then asked for Marine
fixed-wing aircraft on station to conduct a TPQ mis-
sion and at the same time alerted artillery batteries at
Khe Sanh, Camp Carroll and the Rockpile for fire mis-
sions. With the bombing runs, usually flown by two
A—6 Intruders, carrying 28 500-pound bombs, and
artillery batteries firing mixed caliber ranging from
4.2-inch mortars to 175mm guns, the FSCC and
ASRT computed the data so that the initial shells and

aircraft carrying napalm to arrive at Khe Sanh during daylight. We
flew them at several thousand feet over a safe target area and let the
ASRT-B folks develop their own ballistics for a napalm canister. They
got accurate enough that we later did it at night against the trench
lines.” Donaghy Comments.

**Colonel Steen commented that the Marine “‘culcure’ of fire sup-
port planning and coordination integrated with the infantry they sup-
port” played a large role in the defense of the base. He wrote that the
“integration of the ASRT (ground support radar team) and Marine
Corps fire support coordination apparatus was a brilliant buc over-
looked accomplishment which saved our bacon many times during low
visibility . . . when other close air support couldn’t be used.” Col Kent
O. W. Steen, Comments on draft, ded 14Dec94 (Vietnam Comment
File). Navy Captain Cole who was Captain Baig's assistant relaced that
. . [usually A-GAs}
timed for a simultaneous time on target with an artillery barrage
(everything from 105s to 175s) . . . .” He stated the concept “was
thought up by Harry Baig (as was the idea of flooding the NVA trench-

the mini Arclights involved “several aircraft .

es with napalm; he was a real wild man).” Cole Comments.
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bombs hit the target at the same time. Obviously the
calculations of trajectory and flight information had to
be carefully dovetailed to have the desired effect and
yet avoid shooting down an aircraft. The “Micro
Arclight” was a smaller version of the Mini Arclight
using smaller targets and lighter ordnance 4

Even with the Arclights, the TPQ missions, and the
Mini and Micro Arclights, a basic ingredient of Marine
air at Khe Sanh remained the visual close air support
missions.* Despite the crachin, the breaks in the weath-
er permitted the Marines to provide their traditional
support of the Marine ground forces. Upon arrival in
the sector, the fixed-wing aircraft would report into the
Khe Sanh DASC who in turn would assign the pilots
to a Marine or Air Force airborne controller. These con-
trollers were from the Air Force 20th Tactical Air Sup-
port Squadron or from Marine H&MS-36 and
VMO-6. At least five pilots flying either Cessna O1E
“Birddogs” or Huey “Slicks” remained overhead dur-
ing the day in radio communication with both the
ground and air. Once in visuai and radio contact with
the attack aircraft, the controller would make a “mark-
ing run” where he fired either a smoke rocket or
dropped a colored smoke grenade upon the rarget.
Given the correct headings by the airborne controller
and possibly after a few “dummy” passes, the jets
would chen strike the enemy positions. In the mean-
time, the controller would be in contact with the
ground and make any necessary adjustments in his
instructions to the attack pilots. Once the atrack air-
craft released ctheir ordnance, the air controller made an
assessment of the strike and radioed the results to the
fixed-wing pilots. A typical transmission would be:

Your BDA follows: 5 KBA ([killed by air}; 2
bunkers, 1 automatic weapons, and 50 meters of trench-
line destroyed; one secondary explosion. You have been
flying support of the 26th Marines; your controller has
been SOUTHERN OSCAR. Good shooting and good
afternoon, gentlemen.50

Air support involved more than dropping bombs.
With Route 9 cut, Khe Sanh depended upon air-
delivered supplies for its survival. Even with its
3,900-foor airstrip, this was not always a simple task.
The first challenge faced by an aircrew inbound to
Khe Sanh was to find the combat base. In addition to

*While the TPQ missions in many instances could be classified
close support, Marine close air support usually refers to missions where
the pilots under the direction of an airborne or ground controller visu-
ally obtain and attack the target.

THE DEFINING YEAR

the crachin which for much of the morning made nav-
igation difficule, the Khe Sanh airstrip was located
hard by a “fog factory,” which complicated the task
even further. Just off the east end of the runway, the
ground dropped away sharply into a gorge over 1,100
feet deep. The wind channelled warm, moist air from
the coast into the gorge, producing the right condi-
tions for thick, heavy banks of fog which spilled onto
the plateau to obscure the combat base and the sur-
rounding area. Before the siege began, the structures
at Khe Sanh showed up vividly on aircraft radar,
allowing pilots to “see” through the fog. But soon,
heavy shelling forced the Marines further under-
ground and leveled many bunkers and revetments,
resulting in poor radar return. A detachment from
Marine Air Traffic Control Unit—62, MAG-36, oper-
ated a ground control approach (GCA) radar from the
airstrip to guide aircraft, but enemy fire knocked it
out on 19 February. As an expedient, the ground air
controllers pressed into service the ASRT TPQ-10
radar, normally used to control bombing, to direct
landings, with some success.>!**

If the weather was clear, as occasionally happened,
or if a pilot had the skill or luck to find the airstrip
despite the fog, he and his crew next had to brave
North Vietnamese antiaircraft fire. The enemy clever-
ly concealed heavy machine guns and some 37mm
antiaircraft guns along the approaches to the runway
and invariably engaged aircraft on landing and take-
off. Even when the supply planes approached the field
in dense fog under radar control, the NVA gunners
fired away, “in the dark,” so to speak, presumably fir-
ing at the sound of the engines. For an aircraft loaded
with several tons of fuel or ammunition, a single hit
could be disastrous.sz**

**Lieutenant General Carey then on the wing staff commented
that ASRT at Khe Sanh “proved to be invaluable in a multitude of
roles. We utilized it in conjunction with aerial delivery on the tin foil
strip, for supplementary positioning and control of A—G . . . strikes
which we conducted when the Arclights were not available, and we
used them for Special Close Air Support on the hill positions sur-
rounding Khe Sanh.” Carey Comments.

*#+*Colonel Twining observed that “one of the problems with the
Khe Sanh defense was that the terrain overlooking the airfield was close
enough for the NVA to cover the base with direct fire but too far to
include within the Marine perimeter. The covering artillery was
emplaced in caves with narrow embrasures, making it almost invul-
nerable to counter-battery or air strikes. According to a defector, the
guns were aimed with an awkward but ingenious system of mirrors,
moved by lines and pulleys. Once completed, it was possible to fire on
aircraft that were in the process of landing or taking off, as well as those
stationary and unloading.” Twining Comments.
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Photo from David Douglas Collection

An enemy mortar shell impacts below a just-landed Marine Lockheed KC—130 Hercules transport
at the Kbhe Sanb airstrip. One of the Marine crew members can be seen on the ground under the wing.

The necessary sequence of landing, offloading
cargo and replacements, loading wounded and evac-
uees, then taking off again created a precarious time
for all concerned. When an aircraft touched down,
the enemy immediately fired on the runway with a
variety of weapons ranging from small arms to rock-
ets, often damaging the aircraft or causing casualties
among the exposed personnel gathered to service ot
board it. Every moment spent on the ground was
fraught with hazard. Pilots soon developed the tech-
nique of “speed offloading” for cargo, in which the
plane continued to taxi after landing and the cargo
was simply rolled out the back. This reduced offload-
ing time from the 10 minutes required with a forklift
to less than 30 seconds. Fairchild C—123K Providers,
equipped with auxiliary jet engines, could land,
offload, take on passengers, turn around and lift off
again in as little as one minute. Of course, when leav-
ing the combat base, the planes were once again
exposed to enemy antiaircraft guns.ss

The workhorses of the fixed-wing air delivery effort
were the Lockheed C-130 (or KC-130) Hercules, the
Fairchild C-123 Provider, and the C—7 Buffalo, with
cargo capacities of 15 tons, 5 tons, and 3 tons, respec-
tively VMGR~152 provided the KC-130s while the
Air Force flew all three types of transports into Khe

*The C-7, sometimes also called the “Caribou,” is a turbo-
engine version of the C-2. All cthe Marine Lockheed Hercules trans-
ports were configured as refuelers and were thus designated
KC-130s rather than C-130s.

Sanh. While the C-130 had the obvious advantage of
greater carrying capacity, the smaller aircrafc could
land on shorter spaces of open runway, spend less time
on the ground, and present a smaller target on the
ground as well as in the air.54

Prior to 10 February, seven C-130s were hit and
damaged on resupply missions to Khe Sanh. On the
10th, North Vietnamese heavy machine gun fire struck
a st Marine Aircraft Wing KC~130, witha crew of six
and five passengers, piloted by Chief Warrant Officer 3
Henry Wildfang and Major Robert E. White on the
approach to the combat base. The plane was carrying
flamethrowers and bulk fuel in bladders. According to
Wildfang, the enemy fire “set the #3 engine ablaze,
punctured the fuel cells in the cargo compartment, and
ignited the fuel.” He recalled that “two explosions
rocked the . . . [aircraft] in-flight, with a third occur-
ring at touchdown.” Oily black smoke and flames
entered the cockpit area and “limited visibility to near
zero.” Wildfang and White had contacted the base “to
keep the approach area and landing zone clear of oper-
ating helicopters, and to alert the base fire equipment
personnel.” They were able to maneuver the aircraft
clear of the runway upon landing so that the airstrip
could remain in use. He and White escaped the aircraft
through their respective “cockpit swing windows”
although White had difficulty in extricating his foot,
caught in the window. Warrant Officer Wildfang
opened the crew door, but “a wall of fire and dense
smoke” forced him back. At that point, the crash crews
arrived and rescued another three men, two of whom



480

THE DEFINING YEAR

Photo is from the Abel Collection

An Air Force Fairchild C—123K Provider transport brings in supplies for the Marines at Kbe
Sanh. This version of the Provider was equipped with auxiliary jet engines and could land, unload,

and take off in less than one minute.

later died of their wounds. All told, of the 11 persons
on board the aircraft, 8 perished.ss

The following day, a North Vietnamese 122mm
rocket exploded 15 feet from an Air Force C-130
which was offloading troops, killing one and wound-
ing four. Fragments damaged the tail section and the
aircraft could not fly until repaired. On 12 February,
enemy gunners once again hit the transport, which
finally departed the next day, sporting 242 new holes.
Ac this point, General Momyer, the Seventh Air Force
commander, ordered the cessation of Air Force C—130
flights into Khe Sanh. Ten days later, General Cush-
man followed suit, issuing the same prohibition for
Marine Corps KC-130s.56

The supply needs of the garrison were too great
to be satisfied without the heavy lifc capability of
the C~130s. On the average, the defenders of Khe
Sanh consumed or expended 125.6 tons of supplies
per day, compared to Marine Corps planning figures
for a force of that size which estimated a consump-
tion of 131.4 tons per day. Initially, however, the
need to replenish stocks consumed or destroyed, as

in the explosion of ASP No. 1, drove the daily
requirement up to 235 tons. The combination of
weather and hostile fire prevented the smaller air-
craft from flying a sufficient number of daily sorties
to fulfill this requirement.5”

To maintain the flow of supplies without landing
C-130s, logisticians switched to other methods of
employing these aircrafc. The most familiar was the
simple parachute drop, known officially as the Con-
tainer Delivery System. The Marines established a
drop zone to the west of the combat base, near the
1st Battalion, 9th Marines. C-130s parachuted bun-
dles of supplies into this zone to be recovered by the
Marines of Company A, 3d Shore Party Battalion,
assisted by working parties from other units and
trucks from the 1st Battalion, 13th Marines. The
system was largely successful, but occasionally
equipment suffered damage through improper pack-
ing or heavy bundles crashed into the 1st Battalion,
9th Marines perimeter, destroying bunkers. Some
drops drifted into enemy territory, or could not be
recovered from the drop zone because of enemy fire.
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In these cases friendly artillery fire or air strikes
destroyed the supplies to prevent them from falling
into the hands of the enemy.>s*

The Americans introduced two more exotic meth-
ods in the air resupply of Khe Sanh. These were the
Ground Proximity Extraction System (GPES) and
the Low Alcitude Parachute Extraction System
(LAPES), techniques tested by the Air Force just
prior to the Vietnham War, but not in general use.
With the GPES, loadmasters positioned palletized
cargo on rollers inside the aircraft with a hook
attached to the pallet in such a manner that it would
hang down like the tailhook of a carrier plane. To
drop his cargo, the pilot made a low pass over the
drop zone trailing the hook and engaged an arresting
cable, much like a plane making a carrier landing.
The cargo slid out of the back hatch of the aircraft
and onto the ground. GPES only had limited use at
Khe Sanh, not for any fault with the system, but
rather because of faulty installation of the arresting
gear. The enemy took the Marines who attempted to
install the arresting apparatus under mortar fire forc-
ing them repeatedly to leave their work and take
cover. As a result, they failed to anchor 1t properly. In
the first attempt, the Air Force C-130 ripped the
arresting cable out of the ground. After the Marines
repaired the cable, other efforts were more successful.
In one instance, the system extracted from a C-130
a pallet containing 30 dozen eggs, “without a single
eggshell being cracked.” Another source allowed
that two of the eggs were broken.s?

LAPES missions, on the other hand, were more
numerous, 52 deliveries as compared to 15 GPES, if
not more uneventful. For a LAPES delivery, the load-
masters prepared the cargo in much the same man-
ner as for GPES, except that, instead of attaching a
hook to the pallet, they attached a parachute. The
pilot flew over the runway at an altitude of five feet
and fired a small explosive charge which cut a
restraining cable and allowed the parachute to

*Colonel John E Mitchell, who commanded the 1st Battalion, 9th
Marines at Khe Sanh, recalled that the drop zone was a “'no-man’s land’
from the valley floor west of Khe Sanh and north/northwest of . . . {the
combat basel.” He assigned Company C the recovery mission, sup-
ported by Company A. He recalled that the Marines were frequently
subjected to sniper fire and an occasional ambush. The North Viet-
namese often competed in attempts to recover the supplies, but the
Marines seldom lost. Mitchell believed his Marines recovered about 95
percent of the material dropped in their zone. Occasionally the
dropped material landed in nearby minefields, which required extreme
caution and his men took some casualties as a result. Col John E
Mitchell, Comments on draft, dtd 5Jan95 (Vietnam Comment File).

481

deploy out of the rear cargo hatch. The parachute
pulled the palletized cargo out of the aircraft to drop
the few feet to the ground. LAPES was extremely
accurate, with some crews able to place their cargo
within a 25-meter square. One LAPES delivery mal-
functioned, however, sending a nine-ton pallet
careening a quarter of a mile off the runway at high
speed, crashing into a messhall and killing a Marine.
LAPES also caused some damage to the runway, the
result of repeated pounding by nine-ton loads mov-
ing at over 100 knots, slamming down from five feet
and skidding along the strip.*

Near the end of February, the Air Force resumed
C-130 landings at Khe Sanh. A few days later, on 1
March, North Vietnamese fire hit and destroyed a
C-123 attempting to take off, causing General
Momyer to end the experiment and forbid C-130
landings once again. Enemy gunners continued to
take a toll, however. On 5 March, they hit a C-123
caught on the ground while changing a flat tire,
wrecking the transport completely. Only a day later,
49 died when another C—123 fell to antiaircraft fire
while approaching Khe Sanh to land.é

Despite the many problems and risks encountered,
both the Air Force and Marine transport aircraft kept
the base supplied when they were the only means
available to do so. The Air Force aircraft delivered
over 12,000 tons of supplies to the garrison, with two
thirds of that amount arriving by parachute, LAPES,
or GPES. From the period 5 January through 10
April 1968, Marine fixed-wing transports, mostly
KC-130s from VMGR~152, hauled 1,904 tons into
Khe Sanh and carried 832 passengers.¢!

While fixed-wing aircraft largely provided for the
needs of the units located within the Khe Sanh base
itself, the Marines on the isolated hill posts depended
upon Marine helicopters for everything from ammu-
nition to water. The 1st Marine Aircraft Wing
mounted a monumental helicopter effort using air-
craft from both helicopter groups, MAGs—16 and
—36. This massive helicopter lift also resulted in new
techniques involving close coordination between

**Colonel Rex O. Dillow, who served as the G—4 or logistics offi-
cer for III MAF, described LAPES as an “experimental U.S. Air Force
system, which was used effectively until all the equipment was torn up.
Although not as efficient as air landed resupply, it was much more effi-
cient than airdrop due to less dispersion. However, it required a large
smooth surface; the aircraft came in at such a low altitude that they had
the landing gear down in case of an inadvertent touch down. This lim-
ited its use.” Col Rex O. Dillow, Comments on draft, dtd 10Nov94
(Vietnam Comment File).
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Both photos are from the David Douglas Duncan Collection
Top, Marines on the ground stand back and watch as the KC—130 piloted by CW0-3 Henry Wild-
fang and Maj Robert E. White burns on the Khe Sanh runway after enemy fire set ablaze the cargo
of flame throwers and bulk fuel. A member of the ground vescue team can be seen at the tip of the
wing. Below, a vescue team chief stands exhausted looking at the foam-covered wreckage of the air-
craft. Eight of the 11 persons on board the aircraft died in the crash and resulting fire.
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Marine fixed-wing and rotary aircraft as well as with
supporting artillery fire*

Helicopter flights to the hills were at least as dan-
gerous as the C-130 runs to the combat base. The heli-
copters were exposed to small arms fire from hundreds
of North Vietnamese positions in proximity to the
Marines’ lines as well as to mortar fire while in the
landing zone or hovering above it. The enemy quickly
learned that the Marines ignited smoke grenades to
mark their landing zones when helicopters were
inbound. As a result, mortar fire almost always greeted
the resupply aircraft and harassed the Marines detailed
to recover the supplies from the landing zone. Weath-
er also was a factor. Using visual approach and landing
techniques, helicopters were subject to the vagaries of
the fog and of low-lying clouds which sometimes
dipped down to enshroud the peaks of the higher hills,
even when the combat base remained clear.**

The Marines on the outposts attempted to alleviate
somewhat the problems for the aviators of resupplying
the hills. On Hill 881 South, Captain William H.
Dabney always tried to obtain needed fire support from
external sources, rather than from the mortars and
howitzers on his own hill. In this manner, he conserved
his ammunition, thereby reducing the number of
resupply helicopters. To confuse NVA mortar crews,
Dabney would set off numerous smoke grenades of dif-
ferent colors when expecting helicopters, then he
would tell the pilot by radio which color smoke
marked the correct landing zone 62

The Marine helicopters brought supplies to the
hill positions directly from Dong Ha, rather than
from the combat base at Khe Sanh, itself. This

*Lieutenant Colonel Walter H. Shauer, who as a major command-
ed HMM-362, a UH-34 squadron assigned to MAG-36, recalled that
he kept several helicopters at Khe Sanh for three- or four-day periods
during January and February, and would relieve them with replace-
ment crews and aircraft: “During the siege there was of course no air-
craft maintenance support, only fuel. The . . . [aircraft] were parked in
Khe Sanh’s revetments, and the crews bunkered underground in the
26th Marines CP. We primarily engaged in emergency medevac, and
emergency resupply of ammo and water, to the various adjacent Marine
hillcop positions.” LtCol Walter H. Shauer, Comments on draft, ded
1Nov94 (Viernam Comment File), hereafter Shauer Comments.

**Lieutenant General Carey, then serving on the lst MAW G-3
staff, observed that helicopters were not always able to use a “visual
approach.” According to Carey, the “skies were overcast more often
than not.” The helicopters flew on instruments to Khe Sanh and then
“let down through the overcast under control of a TPQ or on a self-
devised instrument approach on the Khe Sanh beacon. Once under-
neath they would pick up their fixed-wing escort. This operation
required a great deal of coordination, generally conducted by an air-
borne TAC(A) in a TA4.” Carey Comments.
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reduced the number of times cargo handlers had to
package and stage the supplies, as well as the amount
of time the aircraft had to remain airborne in the haz-
ardous environment around Khe Sanh. This system
was not without problems of its own. One battalion
commander complained that priority requests
required up to five days for delivery, while routine
resupply took 10 days. Further, carefully assembled
loads, packaged to fulfill specific requests, sometimes
arrived at the wrong position.s

By mid-February, with the enemy shooting down
on a single day three helicopters attempting to reach
the Khe Sanh hill outposts, Marine commanders real-
ized that they had to take steps to remedy the situation.
According to Major General Norman Anderson, Lieu-
tenant Colonel William J. White, the commander of
VMO-6, came to him and stated that the wing need-
ed to work up a plan to keep the outposts resupplied.
Anderson agreed and had White sit down with his
operations staff to iron out the details. On 23 February,
with the assistance of the assistant wing commander,
Brigadier General Robert P. Keller, the small planning
group, within a day drew up an operational resupply
concept, later dubbed the “Super Gaggle.”s4***

The idea was to establish a small task force consist-
ing of 8 to 16 resupply CH—46 helicopters, about a
dozen A—4 Skyhawks and four Huey gunships to fly
cover, a Marine KC-130 to refuel the aircraft, and a
TA—4F with a TAC (A) in the backseat to orchestrate
the entire affair. The Khe Sanh DASC and FSCC

insured the coordination of the air and ground fires. In

*%*kGen Cushman, the III MAF commander, claimed to have con-
ceived the idea for the “Super Gaggle.” LtGen Robert E. Cushman,
Comments on “The Battle for Khe Sanh,” dtd 23Mar69 (Vietnam Com-
ment File). MajGen Keith B. McCutcheon, however, credited Colonel
Joel E. Bonner, Lieutenant Colonel William J. White, and LtCol
Richard E. Carey, with the further comment that Carey named the pro-
cedure. MajGen Keith B. McCutcheon, Comments on “The Battle for
Khe Sanh,” n.d. (Vietnam Comment File). This latter version appears to
be in conformity with MajGen Anderson’s recollections. MajGen Nor-
man Anderson intvw, 3d Session, 17Mar81, pp. 225-6. Lieutenant
General William J. White noted in his comments that the MAG-36
group commander, Colonel Frank E. Wilson, was the one who decided
that White should see the wing commander and accompanied him to
the meeting with General Anderson. LtGen William J. White, Com-
ments on draft, dtd 10ct94 (Vietnam Comment File). In his comments,
General Carey wrote: “it became apparent that we had to do something
fasr. In discussion with Col Bonner and Gen Keller, Bill White and I
suggested that we could come up with an answer. I was the considered
authority on the fixed-wing participation and Bill provided the heli-
copter expertise. When all the details were sorted out I suggested the
name supet gaggle as that is a favorite fighter pilot term meaning, ‘per-
ceived confusion of the first order.”” Carey Comments.
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Both photos are from the Abel Collection

With the closing of the airfield to larger aivcraft, aerial pavachute dyops were the most familiar
method of resupplying the Marines at Khe Sanb. Top, an Air Force Lockbeed C—130 transport drops
supplies for the embattled Marines at the base. Below, Marines on the ground at Khe Sanh watch as
the supplies come floating down. Several collapsed parachutes can be seen in the background,
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the first “Super Gaggle” mission flown on 24 Febru-
ary, under cover of suppressive fixed-wing and artillery
support, each of eight CH-46s successfully dropped
off a 3,000-pound external load “covering less than
five minutes when they could have been taken under
fire.” One helicopter took a hit, but landed safely at
the Khe Sanh airstrip. All the rest of the aircraft
returned to base safely. General Anderson, the lst
Wing commander, exulted “today, was a small victo-
ry.” He then wrote, “the only way to beat the enemy
is to bludgeon the hell out of him. . . . These coordi-
nated resupply missions under matginal weather con-
ditions undoubtedly will be required again and again
in the next few weeks.”6s*

In a typical “Super Gaggle” mission, a TA—4 would
fly to Khe Sanh on weather reconnaissance. When the
TA—4 reported favorable conditions, the A—4s
launched from Chu Lai, enroute to Khe Sanh, and the
helicopters took off from Quang Tii, enroute to Dong
Ha where prestaged supplies waited. After picking up
their loads and carrying them externally underneath in
especially designed cargo slings, the helicopters began
the short trip to Khe Sanh flying on instruments and
then letting down through a hole in the cloud cover.
Just before they atrived, four A—4s struck enemy posi-
tions with napalm and two others saturated antiaircraft
positions with CS gas carried in spray tanks. About 30
seconds prior to the helicopters’ final approach to the
designated hills, two A—4s laid a smoke screen on both
sides of the planned flight path. As the helicopters flew
in behind the smoke, four more Skyhawks carrying
bombs, rockets, and 20mm cannons suppressed known
and suspected North Vietnamese gun positions. The
Hueys followed closely to pick up any downed crews,
and a Lockheed KC-~130 Hercules orbited high over-
head to refuel any A—4s in need. At times, the entire
“gaggle” operated in the hills where some peaks
reached 3,000 feet with less than 1,500 feet ceilings
and occasionally the helicopters took off and landed at
Dong Ha with less than 400 feet clearances.®

Using the “Super Gaggle” technique, groups of
helicopters could resupply the hills four times per day

*General Carey observed that the coordination of the Super Gaggle
originated at the TADC. The procedure required A4s from Chu Lai and
“helos from Dong Ha/Quang Tri to take off at appropriate intervals so as
to arrive at Khe Sanh at the same time. When the delivery was success-
fully completed and aircraft safely egressed {the areal the cycle {was}
restarted for subsequent delivery.” He observed that Marine ground
crews were the unsung heroes: “Helos and strike fixed-wing aircraft were
often reloaded in as lictle as 30 minutes time and sent again on their way
to support their fellow Marines at Khe Sanh.” Carey Comments.
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with lictle danger of losses. Indeed, only two CH—46s
fell to enemy fire during “Super Gaggle” missions, and
in both cases, the Hueys picked up the crews immedi-
ately. During the month of March, the helicopters in
“Super Gaggles” delivered about 80,000 pounds of
cargo per day to the hill outposts. Brigadier General
Henry W. Hise,” one of two assistant wing comman-
ders, observed, however, that without the fixed-wing
support, “the 46s could no longer have supplied the
hills.” He noted that the Super Gaggle reduced the
“hit rate” among the helicopters from 10 per 1,000
sorties to 5 per 1,000 sorties. According to Captain
Dabney on Hill 881 South, with the suppression of the
North Vietnamese antiaircraft batteries by the fixed-
wing aircraft, “you could get in 10 helicopter loads on
the hill in one minute and get the birds the Hell out of
there and into smoke where the NVA couldn't see to
shoot.” With obvious Service pride, Dabney later
praised the Super Gaggle: “It was a massive, complex,
well rehearsed, gutsy and magnificent performance and
only the Marines could have pulled it off.”67***

On 31 March, with the coming of better weather
and the beginning of the pullback of enemy forces
from Khe Sanh, the allied command ended Operation
Niagara. For the 1st Marine Aircraft Wing it had been
an immense effort. In addition to the nearly 7,100 sor-
ties contributed by Marine tactical air to Niagara,
Marine helicopters flew over 9,000. Including the
Super Gaggle flights, the Marine rotary aircraft carried
more than 10,600 passengers and brought in over
3,300 tons of supplies to the Khe Sanh defenders.
While the helicopters mostly delivered their cargo to
the hill outposts, they also played a part in the resup-
ply of the main base, especially after the enemy gun-
ners curtailed the landings of the large transports. In
support of the Niagara operations, 23 Marine fixed-
wing aircraft and 123 helicoprers sustained some com-
bat damage.¢8

Little question remained that without air support,
the entire defense of Khe Sanh would have been unten-
able. All the U.S. major aviation commands, including
the Strategic Air Command, the Seventh Air Force, the

*¥Because of the extended operations in the north, the 1st MAW
in January 1968 like the two Marine divisions was authorized two
assistant commanders.

®#%] jencenant Colonel Walter H. Shauer, the commander of
HMM-362, expressed a minority view about the effectiveness of the
Super Gaggle. He wrote the “Gaggle’ turned out to be what its name
connotates. Uncoordinated event waiting to crash.” He believed that
the reduction of the hit rate occurred because the NVA had begun to
withdraw and just “weren’t there.” Shauer Comments.
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Seventh Fleet, and the 1st Marine Aircraft Wing
demonstrated remarkable coordination over the skies of
Khe Sanh. This coordination also was tied in very close-
ly with both the Khe Sanh ground defenses and the
Marine and Army artillery positions along the DMZ.,
While obviously the massive airlift and air bombard-
ment permitted the Marines to hold the base and kept
the enemy at bay, it still remained unclear how badly
the enemy was hurt. The amount of ordnance dropped,
as one historian observed, only measured the effort
rather than the results.* Moreover, despite the inter-Ser-
vice cooperation in the Khe Sanh operation, the Niagara
Operation reopened the old dispute about the role of

*Navy Chaplain Lieutenant Commander Ray W. Stubbe, who has
researched and written extensively on Khe Sanh, commented “the US
Air Force’s count of ‘secondary explosions’ ac Khe Sanh, by which
MACYV determined through their complex mathematical formulae just
how many NVA were killed, is grossly faulted since many of the ‘sec-
ondary explosions’ they counted were actually conjointly-fired arrillery
missions: What they counted as a secondary explosion being, actually,
a ‘friendly explosion!” LCdr Ray W. Stubbe, USN, Comments on draft,
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Marine air in the overall air campaign. Indeed, on 10
March, with the approval of Admiral Sharp, General
Westmoreland issued his Single Manager directive
placing Marine fixed-wing tactical and reconnaissance
aircraft, at least as far as fragging purposes, under the
operational control of General Momyer. While the Sin-
gle Manager issue had lictle impact on the Niagara
operations since it came out so late in the campaign, it
would dominate, however, MACV, III MAF, and Sev-
enth Air Force relations throughout the rest of the year

and in reality throughout the remainder of the war.

250ct94 (Vietnam Comment File).Lieutenant Colonel Richard E.
Donaghy, who served as the 26th Marines air officer, also had his
doubts, commenting cthat it was “nearly impossible to measure the real
effectiveness of sorties in those days (BDAs were in the eyes of the
beholder) . . . .” Donaghy, nevertheless, commended General Momyer,
the Seventh Air Force commander, for visiting Khe Sanh and “coming
to where the action was. . . . General Momyer obviously wanted to see
where he was devoting so many of his assets.” Donaghy Comments.



CHAPTER 24

A Matter of Doctrine: Marine Air and Single Manager

The Establishment of Single Manager—Point, Counterpoint—The Continuing Debate

The Establishment of Single Manager

While the Khe Sanh situation influenced the imple-
mentation of the “single manager” system at the time,
General Westmoreland’s doubts about the ability of I11
MAF and its limited staff provided an underlying
motivation for his action. He especially worried about
the capability and even willingness of Marine aviation
to support the new Army divisions he was sending
north. From a senior and joint commander’s perspec-
tive, the MACV commander also sympathized with
the desire of General Momyer, the Seventh Air Force
commander, to centralize the air assets in Vietnam. All
of these factors played a role in his final decision.!

Apparently accepting with relative good grace (at
least outwardly) Admiral Sharp’s initial denial of his
effort to bring Marine fixed-wing air under the Seventh
Air Force in Operation Niagara, General Westmore-
land yet remained concerned about air support for the
newly arrived 1st Air Cavalry Division in northern I
Corps. With the establishment of the 1st Cavalry com-
mand post near Phu Bai on 20 January and its subse-
quent deployment to Camp Evans by the end of the
month, Westmoreland became even more agitated on
the subject. According to the MACV commander at a
meeting with both Generals Cushman and Norman
Anderson, the 1st MAW commander, he told them
that with the new deployments and the impracticality
of Seventh Air Force direct support for the division, he
wanted the Marines to provide that air coverage. West-
moreland claimed that he received assurances from
both Marine commanders that the Marine wing would
establish liaison with the Army division and the neces-
sary arrangements would be made.

The three commanders had different impressions
about the results of their meeting. While Generals
Anderson and Cushman promised that III MAF
would furnish air support, their understanding about
the undertaking was at great variance from that of
General Westmoreland. General Cushman later
recalled that the Marines flew air support for the 1st
Air Cavalry, but that the Army division did not know
how to employ it. The 1st MAW commander, Major
General Norman Anderson, related that the problem

was one of communication. According to Anderson,
he told General Westmoreland that the Marine wing
would support the Air Cavalry, but that there would
be need for the Army division to establish a commu-
nications network with the Marine air command and
control system 3*

The upshot of the situation was that the 1st Air
Cavalry still had not tied into the Marine Tactical Air
Direction Center after it deployed to Camp Evans.
According to General Westmoreland, about 24 hours
to 48 hours after he had broached the subject to the
Marine commanders, he visited Major General John J.
Tolson, the 1st Air Cavalry Division commander at his
CP and discovered that there had been no liaison with
the wing. Until that juncture, Westmoreland claimed
he had been content not to alter the air command sys-
tem, but now “I blew my top . . . [this} was absolute-
ly the last straw. . . . I go up there and nothing has hap-
pened and here I've got a division up there . . . and they
{IIT MAF} just ignored me.” The result, according to
the MACV commander, was his decision to go ahead
with the single manager directive 4

*General Earl E. Anderson, who at the time as a brigadier general
was the III MAF Chief of Staff, recalled that he also attended this meet-
ing, “and it became a little ‘testy’ at times. General Cushman stated
that any excess sorties would be made available to Army units on
request, but that the 7th AF had the primary responsibility to provide
air support for the Atmy units.” According to the former III MAF
Chief of Staff, “the lack of communication between the 1st MAW com-
mander and the CG of the 1st Air Cav at the outset, in my opinion
exacerbated the problem and brought the matter to a ‘boil” in West-
moreland’s mind.” Anderson furcher stated that “we should have taken
the initiative. By not doing so, we got off on the wrong foot as MACV
and 7th AF were looking for anything for which they could, rightly or
wrongly, assess blame to III MAF or the lst MAW.” Gen Earl E.
Anderson, USMC (Ret), Comments on draft, dtd 18Dec9%4 (Vietnam
Comment File), hereafter E. E. Anderson Comments. Colonel Joel E.
Bonner, the 1st MAW G-3, also emphasized that for Westmoreland
the support of the lst Air Cavalry “was priority ONE!!" Col Joel E.
Bonner, Comments on draft, dtd 18Jan93 (Vietnam Comment File),
hereafter Bonner Comments. Brigadier General Henry W. Hise, who
was one of the two assistant wing commanders, observed, nevertheless,
that the Army units needed the appropriate “radios and frequencies to
enter Marine nets . . . [and] this was cleatly an Army responsibility.”
BGen Henry W. Hise, Comments on draft, dtd 22Dec94 (Vietnam
Comment File), hereafter Hise Comments.
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Much of the ensuing unhappiness between
MACYV and III MAF revolved around the expecta-
tions of the various commanders and their differing
recollections of their various meetings. This was
especially true about the debate over the communi-
cation net with the 1st Air Cavalry. While General
Anderson remembered emphasizing this matter,
General Westmoreland denied that the subject was
ever brought up and fully anticipated that the
Marines would have provided liaison parties with the
st Air Cavalry Division. In a letter several years
later, Major General Anderson recalled that General
Cushman accompanied General Westmoreland dur-
ing the latter’s visit to General Tolson. According to
Anderson, Cushman sensed the MACV commander’s
vexation about the situation and “directed my per-
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sonal immediate attention to the issue.” The wing
commander then visited the 1st Air Cavalry with his
communications officer. He discovered that the
Army division lacked the technical ability to connect
into the Marine aviation close-air-support radio net.
Anderson remembered “that we had a problem find-
ing within the wing assets” the necessary communi-
cation equipment to provide the link. He recalled
that it took about 24 to 48 hours to make the con-
nection and this was “unacceptable” to General
Westmoreland. As far as the wing commander was
concerned, however, this resolved the problem and
that General Tolson told him a few days later that
the Air Cavalry had no complaint about the quality
of its air support. Apparently, however, the damage
had been done. Westmoreland, obviously, had

Gen William C. Westmoreland, ComUSMACYV, walks with LtGen Robert E. Cushman, CG, 111
MAE on a formal visit to Il MAF headquarters. The dispute over single manager of air compli-
cated relations between MACV and 11l MAF during 1968.

Department of Defense (USMC) Photo A191509
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expected the Marines to take the initiative while the
wing commander believed that the Army division
should have taken the first steps to ensure that it was
in the Marine air radio net.s*

Despite General Westmoreland's later contention
that it was the dispute over the air support to the 1st
Air Cavalry Division that caused him to go ahead with
the single manager issue, it would appear that it was
only one of many contributing factors. The discussion
over air support to the st Cavalry occurred over a two-
or three-week span at a series of meetings where it was

*Lieutenant General Richard E. Carey, who as a lieutenant colonel
served on the 1st MAW staff in 1968, commented, “The major prob-
lem was that the Army divisions were not tied into our air control sys-
tem and thus could not, by normally accepted means, submit requests
for pre-planned missions. Of course the problem was one of communi-
cations. We did not have sufficient organic communications to provide
them with communications capability. Our Wing was already sup-
porting two Marine Divisions. Granced over time we had significantly
augmented our communications capability to support our Divisions,
but we were already stretched very thin with all the widespread com-
munications supporting our Marines. I do recall however that che
Comm O was directed to find a way.” LtGen Richard E. Carey, Com-
ments on draft, ded 12Dec94 (Vietnam Comment File), hereafter Carey
Comments. Colonel David S. Twining, who in January and February
1968 commanded the MASS-2 detachment ac the Dong Ha DASC,
recalled an investigation that he conducted concerning “a ‘bad’
TPQ-10 drop” in support of the st Air Cavalry Division. An Air Cav-
alry batcalion had made a request for air support which had been
“passed up to the 1sc Air Cav TOC [Tactical Operations Centerl.” This
agency had forwarded the request through the Seventh Air Force head-
quarters who then passed it to the Air Force Airborne DASC. There
were no Air Force aircraft available and the request ended up at the
Marine Corps Dong Ha DASC. Twining stated the “elapsed time was
72 hours and the initiating bactalion had considered che request ‘over-
taken by events.” The Dong Ha DASC, however, was not aware of this
and senc the request to the collocated 3d Marine Division FSCC for
clearance. The Marine FSCC observing that the target was in the “1st
Air Cav area of responsibility, . . . called the Air Cav Division TOC for
verification. This was given and the targec cleared.” The DASC
assigned the TPQ-10 mission to a flight of Navy A—4s who scruck the
target about 30 minutes later. By this cime the Army Air Cavalry bat-
talion had “physically occupied” the target area. According to Twining,
it was forcunace cthat “only unmanned helicopters were on the target
when the bombs were dropped and no personnel were injured.”
Colonel Twining discovered in the course of his investigation at “Camp
Evans that targets, air support requescs and troop dispositions were not
centralized at the senior TOC but racher at the baccalion level. The air
support coordination element was expected to query the supporced
battalion directly for clearance. The Army maintained a special nec for
this purpose but this was not known to the Marine Corps FSCC.”
Twining recommended that the FSCC should firse check directly with
requesting Army units down to bactalion level and not clear any rarget
area “for which the FSCC lacked direct and current information on
friendly croops dispositions . . . .” His recommendations were not
implemented. Col David S. Twining, Comments on drafc, ded
15Nov94 (Vietnam Comment File).

only one of several topics.”™ General Norman Anderson
believed that 1t became a matter of concern sometime
before Tet, but was not sure exactly when. On 28 Jan-
uary, Marine Brigadier General John R. Chaisson, the
director of the MACV combat operations center, wrote
home to his wife relative to deteriorating relations
between III MAF and MACV. He mentioned that
“Westy {Westmoreland] is a bit jumpy and is up to
some major moves which [would} have an adverse
impact on U.S. Marines.” Chaisson claimed that he
“worked on him [Westmoreland} considerably and got
him to give a little, but not entirely.” While aviation
support may have been one of the disputed areas, the
Marine brigadier made no reference to the 1st Air Cav-
alry Division and implied that his concern was over the
general tenor of the MACV and III MAF relationship.
In his own general entry in his historical summaries for
this period, General Westmoreland made little refer-
ence to air control, but wrote of the limitations of the
IIT MAF staff to handle the number of divisions in I
Corps and the necessity of establishing the MACV For-
ward Headquarters. Finally, in his book, the MACV
commander implied that it was the meeting on 7 Feb-
ruary with General Cushman that resulted in his final
disillusionment with the Marine command and forced
his hand on single management.s

While Westmoreland’s accounts of the 7 February
meeting deal largely with his unhappiness concerning
the fall of Lang Vei and the slowness of the Marine
command at Da Nang to react to the NVA threat to
Da Nang,”* the subject of air control must also have
been a factor. Up to this point, at least at the III MAF
and lst Wing level, neither General Cushman nor
General Anderson appeared to worry about the air con-
trol situation. Indeed, on 7 February, General Ander-
son wrote to Major General Keith B. McCutcheon in
Washington that the “heat . . . {was} temporarily off”
that subject. Less than a week later, however, Anderson
informed McCurtcheon that he had been “too opti-
mistic” relative to the Seventh Air Force. According to

**[n his interview with Marine Corps historians, General West-
moreland insisted that the difficutty with air support related to the
101sc Airborne Division. This apparently was incotrect as the head-
quarters of cthe 101sc did not arrive in I Corps until the beginning of
March. Major General Anderson is adamant chac he had no problems
with the 101sc Division and moreover in his book, General West-
moreland mentions only the 1st Air Cavalry relative to this maccer.
Westmoreland incvw, 1983, p. 42; Wesemoreland, A Soldier Reports,
pp. 342-3; N. Anderson lcr, 8Sep83; Anderson intvw, 3d Session,
17Mar81, pp. 192, 194-95.

#+%3ee Chapters 8 and 14 relative to the 7 February meeting.
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the wing commander, his liaison officer to the Seventh
Atr Force had told him that General Westmoreland
was about to approve a proposal for General Momyer
to “take over all air operations in defense of Khe Sanh.”

Despite General Westmoreland’s protestations
about the support of the 1st Air Cavalry Division, he
apparently was only waiting for an opportunity to cen-
tralize the air command in the north. Such a move fit
in with the steps he had already initiated with the
establishment of MACV (Forward) to assume more
direct control of the northern bactlefield. Admiral
Sharp in his message of 18 January denying such cen-
tralized authority for Niagara had left room for the
MACV commander to implement his request at a later
date. On 28 January, Westmoreland implied in a mes-
sage to Lieutenant General Victor H. Krulak, Com-
manding General, Fleet Marine Force Pacific, who had
protested Westmoreland’s earlier appeal to change the
air command arrangements, that the matter was not
settled. While denying that centralization of air con-
trol and resources meant an “abrogation of the tradi-
tional service roles and mussions,” the MACV com-
mander observed that the new tactical situation
required “careful planning and control of our air
resources to assure maximum effective use of this valu-
able and limited resource in countering major enemy
initiatives.” Between 13 and 17 February, cthe Seventh
Air Force “presumedly at the direction” of MACV
issued several directives which in effect positioned
General Momyer “to command and control air opera-
tions, including those of the . . . {Marine wing] in a
wide area and encompassing most of Quang Tri
Province.”s

Worried about the ramifications of these messages,
on 17 February 1968, Major General Anderson met at
III MAF headquarters with Major General Gordon E
Blood, the Seventh Air Force Deputy Chief of Staff for
Operations. According to Anderson, Blood related that
with the number of increasing Arclight strikes at Khe
Sanh, the Seventh Air Force believed thar “adequate
coordination requires firm scheduling, firm targeting,
and rigid control of airborne flights.” Furthermore,
General Momyer wanted “to establish now a control
and coordination system which could handle 2/ {ital-
ics in the original text] sorties that could be made
available under emergency conditions.” Anderson con-
curred with the necessity of scheduling and “indicated
my willingness to proceed along these lines, to include
the fixing of altitudes and orbit points as . . . means for
preventing mutual interference.” At that point, Blood
stated that General Momyer planned to ask for the
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extension of the original Niagara operating area to
include almost all of Quang Tri Province, including
the sector east of Dong Ha, and to extend as far south
as the city of Hue in Thua Thien Province. Anderson
countered that was too large an area “to be directly
associated with the defense of Khe Sanh.”

According to the 1st Wing commander, the meet-
ing resulted “in no meeting of the minds.” General
Anderson fully expected the Seventh Air Force com-
mander “to attempt to influence General Westmore-
land to issue a flat order” for the 1st Wing to turn over
its control and scheduling of Marine fixed-wing assets
to the Air Force. While General Cushman would
appeal any such order, Anderson predicted a troubled
time ahead for the Marine air-ground team.*

I MAF anticipated the worst. On 18 February,
General Cushman sent a message to General Krulak
warning that he expected continuing difficulty over air
control and complained that “Momyer attacks us at
every opportunity.” In a private letter to General
McCutcheon on the 19th, Brigadier General Earl E.
Anderson, the III MAF Chief of Staff, observed that
“some of our biggest battles are with the other Services,
rather than with the VC and NVA.” He accused
Momyer of being more concerned with the “Air Force’s
party line,” rather than “getting this job done withina
reasonable period of time.”!

The Marines did not have long to wait for the other
shoe to drop. On 19 February, General Westmoreland
radioed Admiral Sharp that with the reinforcement of
the Army divisions in the north and the establishment
of MACV (Forward) the sicuation required “a new and
objective look at the control of tactical air” The
MACV commander mentioned the added complica-
tion of the B—52 strikes further dictated “the creatton
of a single management arrangement.” He wanted one
man to bear the responsibility for this air effort and
that man logically was General Momyer, who already
commanded the Seventh Atr Force and was his deputy
for air. Westmoreland told Sharp that he had directed
Momyer to develop a plan “that will give him {Momy-
er} control of the air assets” excluding helicopters and
fixed-wing transport. The plan was to contain provi-
sions that would permit “Marine aircraft to continue
direct support to their deployed ground forces.”
Momyer was to coordinate his effort wich III MAE"?

*General Earl E. Anderson remembered that he and other mem-
bers of the III MAF staff attended the meeting with General Blood. He
may have confused this meeting, however, with the one that occurred
three days later. E. E. Anderson Comments.
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On 20 February, General Momyer came to Da
Nang to brief both Generals Cushman and Norman
Anderson on his proposed plan to modify the air con-
trol sicuation. At the outset of the meeting, Momyer
stated that he was there to discuss General Westmore-
land’s desire to have a single manager for air and to
bring back to the MACV commander the III MAF
perspective. In a sense, the conferees generally talked
past one another.* The Marine generals emphasized
responsiveness to the ground forces while General
Momyer and his staff members stressed the need “to
mass more of our efforts.” In some frustration and obvi-
ously as a jab at the Air Force, General Cushman stat-
ed it made as much sense to centralize control of heli-
copters as that of fixed-wing aircraft. The Marine
general knew very well that Momyer had no desire to
take on the Army on this subject. The Seventh Air
Force commander merely stated that helicopters were
another matter and had “to be treated separately.”
According to the proposed outlines of the MACYV plan,
Momyer in his dual capacity as Commanding General,
Seventh Air Force, and the MACV Deputy Comman-
der for Air Operations, would have the responsibility
for most Marine fixed-wing aviation.3

General Cushman immediately protested and for-
warded his concerns to General Westmoreland. On
22 February, the MACV commander attempted to
placate Cushman and told him that as the ground
field commander in I Corps, the III MAF commander
would still retain the “tactical air assets available to
support your forces, subject to modifications that I
might invoke as the situation dictates.” At the same
time, Westmoreland stated that his air deputy,
Momyer, “would have general direction of all routine
matters relating to the procedures for requesting,
fragging and controlling air support.” On the cover
sheet of the message from Westmoreland, a Marine
staff officer penned in green ink: “These two positions
are in direct contradiction in my opinion.” In Saigon,
a week later, Brigadier General Chaisson jotted down
in his diary: “AF [Air Force} is doing real job on III
MAE Will get op con [operational control} of wing.
Very unprofessional work.” The Marines had lost the
fight in Saigon.4

The battle had shifted to Honolulu and Washing-
ton. In Washington, on 21 February, Marine Corps
Commandant Leonard F. Chapman sent a memoran-

*Among the participants in the meeting were Air Force generals
Momyer and Blood and Marine generals Cushman, Norman Anderson,
and Earl E. Anderson.

Photo courtesy of Office of Air Force History
Adm U. S. Grant Sharp, CinCPac, nearly at end of bis tonr
of duty, acquiesced to Gen Westmoreland's request for “single
manager” control of air after refecting previous proposals.

dum to General Earle G. Wheeler, the Chairman of the
Joint Chiefs, protesting General Westmoreland's pro-
posed action as abrogating the Marine air-ground team
and in violation of JCS directives establishing “III
MATPF as a separate uni-Service command directly sub-
ordinate to MACV.” Wheeler in turn forwarded a copy
of the memorandum to the MACV commander. As
expected, Westmoreland denied that this was the case.
He insisted that Marine air would support the Marine
ground forces when “the tactical situation permitted.”
Westmoreland argued that he had now, including the
Marine divisions, the equivalent of a field army in I
Corps. He mentioned that the air support of these
forces required large elements of the Seventh Air Force
as well as the Marine aircraft wing. Because of the air
campaign in support of both Khe Sanh and the allied
forces in the northern two provinces, the MACV com-
mander contended that “Marine air therefore, has
become a junior air partner in the total air effort . . . .”
According to Westmoreland the problem was one of
“coordination and directing all of these diversified air
elements so that the air support can be put where and
when needed in the required quantity.” This needed,
the MACV commander asserted, “a single airman
[obviously General Momyer} I can hold responsible for
coordinating all the air effort that is made available to
me.” Westmoreland maintained that his proposed
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modifications would resule in “no change in Service
doctrine or roles and mission.”!s

Such arguments apparently convinced Admiral
Sharp at CinCPac headquarters in Honolulu to acqui-
esce to Westmoreland’s request. On 28 February, Gen-
eral Westmoreland sent to Honolulu Major General
Blood of the Seventh Air Force “to make sure Admiral
Sharp understood the arrangement in detail.” Accord-
ing to the MACV commander, he wanted to reassure
Sharp that this was not an “Air Force maneuver,” but
rather his “initiative as a joint commander.” This effort
apparently counterbalanced any influence that the
Marines may have had in Hawaii to reverse the deci-
sion. Lieutenant General Krulak, the FMFPac com-
mander whose headquarters was in the same building
as that of Admiral Sharp, admirtted his failure to per-
suade the Navy admiral. According to Krulak, Sharp
refused to listen to the Marine case, “telling me that he
already knows our side, and anyhow, that Westy is a
big commander, and should have what he wants.” In a
later interview, Admiral Sharp declared that he
approved the single manager concept because with the
arrival of large Army forces in I Corps, he “thought it
a reasonable thing to do.”¢

On 4 March, MACV learned that Admiral Sharp
had approved the single manager concept. Marine
Brigadier General Chaisson at the MACV Combar
Operations Center received the assignment to prepare
the final directive. Two days later, Major General
Anderson, the 1st Wing commander, sent his assistant
commander, Brigadier General Robert P. Keller to
Saigon to iron-out any remaining differences. Accord-
ing to General Anderson, the Marines proposed
“slightly more palatable language” and some alter-
ations in a couple “wiring diagrams,” but no substan-
tive changes. Although apparently acceptable to some
of the MACV staff, Air Force Major General Blood,
supported by Generals Momyer and Westmoreland,
vetoed the III MAF proposed alterations. General
Momyer and his staff planned to hold on to every
advantage they had obtained and viewed the single
manager issue as a “catalyst for change,”?

With only minor revisions, Westmoreland’s imple-
menting order differed very little from the proposal
that he had forwarded to CinCPac. Admiral Sharp had
insisted that the senior DASC in I Corps retain “scram-
ble” and “divert” authority in the event of emergency
and that Lieutenant General Cushman be permitted to
communicate directly with CinCPac on “proposed
improvements in the system or in event of his dissatis-
faction with the employment of Marine air assets.”
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According to the directive, CinCPac would be an
addressee on any message from Cushman to West-
moreland on this subject. Contrary to the assertion by
the ComUSMACYV commander that he had given due
consideration to the Marine perspective, the III MAF
staff denied that General Westmoreland in his for-
warding letter provided any evidence of its “violent
disagreement.”8

Published on 7 March, to be implemented three
days later, in the form of a leteer from General West-
moreland to General Cushman with six enclosures, the
single manager directive outlined the new aviation
command arrangements. Westmoreland officially
placed with General Momyer che “responsibility for
coordinating and directing the air efforc throughout
Vietnam, to include I CTZ and the extended battle
area.” General Cushman was to make available to
Momyer as the MACV Deputy Commander for Air
Operations, all strike and reconnaissance aircraft and
that part of the Marine air command and control sys-
tem that related to the employment of these aircraft.
Marine fixed-wing transports, observation aircraft, and
helicopters were exempted from the directive. Accord-
ing to the order, the MACV and III MAF control sys-
tems were to be joined for fixed-wing jet operations,
but retain the “integrity of the Marine tactical control
system . . . .” Marine aviation officers were to augment
the various Air Force/MACV control systems. These
included the MACV Tactical Air Support Element
(TASE) and Seventh Air Force Tactical Air Control
Center (TACC), both located at Tan Son Nhut Air Base
in Saigon; the I DASC that the Seventh Air Force
maintained at I Corps headquarters in Da Nang; and
DASC Victor that the Seventh Air Force maintained at
Phu Bai for the MACV (Forward) headquarters, soon
to become Provisional Corps, Vietnam.!9*

The concept was that preplanned requests for fixed-
wing air support from lower commands be consolidar-
ed at the I Corps tactical operations center, and then
forwarded to the MACV TASE. In Saigon, the TASE
would then determine the allocation of strikes to the
various commands and send this list to the Seventh Air
Force TACC. The TACC in turn would assign the tar-
gets to specific air units, establish ordnance loads, and
time on target.

As much as the tactical situation permitted, “every
effort would be made to have Marine aircraft support
Marine units.” At the end of his letter, General West-

*See Chapters 8 and 13 for the establishment of the MACV For-
ward and Provisional Corps headquarters.
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moreland declared that these instructions “will be
reviewed within thirty days to determine those tech-
nical and organizational changes which may prove
necessary as a result of experience in this single man-
agement system.”2

Despite the decision and the issuance of the order
on single manager, there were still several rough edges
to its implementation. Major General Anderson
observed that III MAF did not receive a copy of the
directive until 9 March and then only through the
personal intervention of General Abrams, who was
still at Phu Bai. On the morning of the 9th as well, ITI
MATF received from the Seventh Air Force interim
instructions for procedures relative to Marine fixed-
wing strike sorties and the incorporation of these sor-
ties into the Seventh Air Force daily “frag” or frag-
mentary order. According to the Marine wing
commander, the Air Force wanted specific informa-
tion on number of Marine aircraft, flight schedules,
and sortie rates. At this point, the Marine fighter and
fighter/attack aircraft remained exempt from the Air
Force frag, but “were told to continue our operations
and cross-tell with I DASC who in turn would keep
the TACC informed.”

General Anderson, the wing commander, was espe-
cially unhappy about the employment of the Marine
photo reconnaissance and electronic warfare aircraft of
VMCJ-1. According to Anderson, the Air Force
ignored the radar and electronic capability of the
squadron but informed the Marine wing that it
planned to reevaluate current photo reconnaissance
missions. Fucure requests for planned photo missions
were to go to the IIl MAF G=2 (Intelligence) (Air) sec-
tion and then forwarded to the Seventh Air Force
TACC. The TACC would then publish the missions
and sorties in the frag order it issued to the wing. Gen-
eral Anderson related that the wing then reported daily
by phone and by followup message the activities of the
squadron. When the photo aircraft were airborne, they
came under the control of the particular DASC in the
target area. The MACV TASE had the auchority to
divert any of the aircraft from any of the DASCs.22*

*Colonel Robert W. Lewis, who as a lieutenant colonel command-
ed VMCJ—1 until mid March, remembered that he was “in the middle
of the air control furor.” He recalled that “in early March we started to
get our photo recon taskings from Saigon. That meant that a Marine
battalion commander who wanted imagery to his front had to wait 2-3
days for a response. When there was a hot operation on we carried the
7th Air Force missions with us in the airplane along with those slipped
under the table to us by our int[elligence} briefers. Usually we had
time to complete most of the Saigon missions. I, or one of my more
experienced pilots, flew the ‘weather hop’ at first light every morning

On 11 March, the Seventh Air Force I DASC at I
Corps headquarters and DASC Victor at Phu Bai
announced that they were now functioning under the
new system and had assumed control of air operations.
I DASC stated that its mission was “to furnish more
equitably discributed air support throughout I Corps.”
Major General Anderson, the wing commander
remarked caustically that DASC Victor was more
“modest.” It merely stated that it had assumed “control
for PCV {Provisional Corps Vietnam] area.” On the
11th and the 16th, General Anderson met with the
director of the Seventh Air Force TACC to discuss the
eventual location of I DASC and the phasing in of the
Marine Corps system with that of the Air Force. Gen-
eral Anderson wanted to collocate the  DASC with the
1st MAW Tactical Air Direction Center (TADC) in the
wing compound and recommended a three-stage
implementation. The first stage would consist of
improving the information exchange between the
TADC and I DASC so that the latter could transmit
the necessary data back to Saigon. In the second stage,
the U.S. sector of I DASC would be located in the 1st
MAW G-3 building and then in the final stage would
be the collocation of I DASC with the III MAF DASC
and 1st MAW TADC. The Air Force agreed to the first
two phases as a temporary measure, but recommended
that the permanent location of the III MAF and I

and it was a simple matter to call back to Da Nang and tell them to
brief and launch the subsequent photo missions at the Marine hot
spots, where we had observed the weather to be suitable for good pic-
ture taking.” Lewis wrote that the Seventh Air Force TACC “did not
understand that immediate photos were required if effective CAS
[close air support} was to happen.” According to Colonel Lewis, “dur-
ing the early days of the battle for Khe Sanh we would make a low level
run on the airfield perimeter and approaches once an hour, have the
film to our photo interpreters 20 minutes later, and immediately
advise the 26th Marines intel. section what the threat had been 30
minutes before. You can’t do that with 2-day tasking.” He stated that
the squadron tried to make the system work “to the benefic of our
Marines on the ground. During those periods when enemy contact was
light we would aggressively execute the Saigon photo plan—it did
have a strategic, theater intelligence benefit. However, when Marines
were in heavy contact anywhere in I Corps TAOR they got all they
requested from us. Often we would arrange for a courier helicopter to
drop by Da Nang, pick up negatives which were exposed 20 minutes
before and deliver them to III MAF intel. We didn’t, however have to
rely on III MAF to pass intel. to the ground units. We had photo inter-
preters assigned to VMCJ-1 and they would read wet negatives short-
ly after the RE4B landed. Hot items would then be passed directly to
the unit involved (in some cases). We would then deliver all the
imagery to Il MAF for further delivery to intelligence units in RVN,
Hawaii and ConUS. What they ever did with all those pictures we
never knew. No I Corps ground units ever saw them.” Col Robert W.
Lewis, Comments on draft, n.d. [Dec94} (Vietnam Comment File).
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DASC air control agencies should be at III MAF head-
quarters rather than in the 1st Wing compound. Gen-
eral Cushman and his staff supported the Air Force
rather than the wing commander relative to the loca-
tion of the I Corps DASC at III MAF

While the question of the location of I DASC
remained in abeyance, on 18 March 1968, Major Gen-
eral Anderson in a message to both Generals Cushman
and General Krulak outlined what he considered the
weakness of single manager to date. In fact, according
to the 1st MAW commander, the system was not
working. Anderson believed that MACV and the Sev-
enth Air Force, “in the haste to implement the proce-
dure,” overlooked too many details and the necessary
air control facilities were simply not prepared to rake
on their new tasks. Anderson admitted, however, that
the Marine and Air Force agencies were identifying
and sorting out many of the problems and that the
wing was receiving “more cooperation than expected.”
The wing commander promised to “provide informa-
tion, assistance, and assets as requested and required to

THE DEFINING YEAR

make the actual transition as smooth as possible.” At
the same time, he declared “until such time as 7th
AF/MACV can formulate, man, and put into being a
modus operandi for I Corps, the wing will continue to
do what is needed to operate and provide the necessary
support.” As he concluded, “I see no other way to go,
without causing undue risk to our ground Marine cur-
rently in critical contact.”?

The following day, in a personal note to General
McCutcheon, Major General Anderson enclosed his
report of the first week’s operations under single man-
ager that he had forwarded to General Cushman. The
wing commander half humorously wrote: “If it reads
in a disjointed fashion, and therefore gives the impres-
sion of describing a disjointed maneuver, it is a perfect
piece of writing.” He observed that for III MAF and
the wing the subject of single manager was a “closed
issue. We have to, always hoping that you will be
more effective in Washington than anyone else has
been up the line.” In an earlier letter, Anderson had
assured McCutcheon that “we will break our backs to

Adm Thomas H. Moorer, Chief of Naval Operations, center, visits with VAdm William E. Bringle,
Seventh Fleet Commande, left. Adm Moorer, like the Commandant of the Marine Corps and Army
Chief of Staff, supported the Marine position on single manager.

Unnumbered Department of Defense (USMC) Photo
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provide you with both fact and fancy if you should
decide to go this route.”

In many respects, the entire question of single man-
ager had passed out of the hands of both the IIT MAF
and Fleet Marine Force Pacific commands to influence.
After Admiral Sharp approved the single manager
directive, Lieutenant General Krulak advised General
Cushman about future actions on the subject. Krulak
told the III MAF commander to reassure General
Westmoreland “that even a poor decision will have
your energetic and unreserved support.” At the same
time, the FMFPac commander directed that Cushman
assemble “an honest record of the Air Force steward-
ship of our assets.” Krulak then mentioned that he put
Admiral Sharp “on notice that he could be in for trou-
ble,” and that the latter had exceeded his authority in
approving the single manager directive.26

In Washington, General Chapman and the
HQMC staff had already begun its counterattack.
On 4 March, upon learning of Admiral Sharp’s deci-
sion, the Marine Corps Commandant officially
placed the matter before the Joint Chiefs of Staff. In
a memorandum to the Chairman, General Wheeler,
the Commandant protested both the Westmoreland
directive and its approval by Admiral Sharp. Chap-
man argued “irrespective of the various organization-
al formats and terms of reference, the net effect . . . 1s
to remove Marine fighter/bomber/reconnaissance
assets from being directly responsive to CG I
MAE.” The Commandant closed with the statement
that he could not “concur in such an arrangement”
and asked that the Joint Chiefs review the entire sub-
ject. Like General Krulak, the Commandant main-
tained that both General Westmoreland and Admi-
ral Sharp had exceeded their authority relative to
Marine air in Vietnam.?

The Marines could expect some assistance in the
“joint arena” from at least the Navy. Despite Admiral
Sharp’s approval of the directive, Admiral Thomas H.
Moorer, the Chief of Naval Operations, and Vice
Admiral John J. Hyland, commander of the Seventh
Fleet, both had doubts about the wisdom of the deci-
sion. Hyland feared that now that Westmoreland had
obtained control over Marine air, that he might want
to obtain similar authority over the Navy’s carrier air-
craft. He also worried about the MACV commander’s
intentions about Navy and Marine amphibious forces
and Navy gunfire ships in Vietnamese waters. Moorer
wondered why, if the Air Force was so dedicated to cen-
tralized control, it had not placed its B—52 SAC forces
under the centralized command. In any event, Moorer

remarked that he would support the Marine Corps
position with the Joint Chiefs.2s

While the single manager controversy never for-
mally went beyond the Department of Defense, Gen-
eral Westmoreland remembered that shortly after the
publication of the directive, he received a telephone call
from President Johnson. According to the MACV
commander, the President asked him bluntly, “Are you
screwing the Marines?” Westmoreland claimed he
explained the reasons for his decision and the President
apparently accepted for the time being his rationale. In
his book, the MACV commander wrote that the single
manager was the one issue “to prompt me to consider
resigning.

Although MACV made no public announcement
about the new air command relations, the press soon
had the news. According to one account, the Air Force
released the story. The article included statements from
both Marine aviators and ground commanders. One
Marine air commander allegedly said, “Why, oh why,
did they have to do this to us at this time? . . . {welare
nose deep in problems of fighting the Reds and now
we have to take on the Air Force too.” The reporter
quoted a “mud-spattered” Marine battalion comman-
der declaring, “now we are faced with the tragic aspect
of having this Marine air-ground team broken asunder
simply because of the ambitions of the Air Force brass.”
As would be expected, Air Force officers welcomed the
change, one saying, “The Marines have different ways
of doing things than we do . . . some may be better
ways, others worse, but now all are under one system
with increased efficiency and effectiveness.”

Senior Marine officers speculated about the reasons
behind the news releases and what their reaction
should be. According to Lieutenant General Krulak,
Marine commanders should remain silent: “Now that
the word is out, there are others who will take the Air
Force to task.” Krulak believed that the “Air Force
erred in making a public announcement which could
only be abrasive, and could have no beneficial effect.”
Brigadier General E. E. Anderson, the III MAF Chief
of Staff, stated that he had not been able to locate any
Air Force announcement. General Cushman observed
that his bet was that there was no public statement:
“Spike {Air Force General Momyer] is not that

*Army historian Graham A. Cosmas noted that by chis time,
March 1968, “Westmoreland’s resignation was somewhat academic,
since his departure from MACV was announced on the 22d [March
19681." Dr. Graham A. Cosmas, Comments on draft, ded 23Nov94
(Vietnam Comment File), hereafter Cosmas Comments.



496

gauche. Stupid, he ain’t.” In a later message, General
Krulak remarked that HQMC learned from the
Department of Defense Public Affairs office that it
had no knowledge about an announcement relative to
the single-manager issue. The FMFPac commander
suspected that the reporter was trying to use the guise
of a press statement, “to lend an official flavor to what
appears to be a leak."st

While the story about the change in air control
arrangements received some play in the press, it for
the most part remained somewhat mured as did the
single-manager issue for a time. Part of the reason may
have been that the single-manager system remained in
a somewhar grey zone until the later part of March.
According to the MACV command history, that
although the directive was issued on 7 March, the
actual preplanning only began on 21 March and the
first programmed missions did not occur until 22
March. MACV considered the entire period from 10
March, when the single manager system supposedly
went into effect, until the end of the month, “a period
for training and indoctrinating air crews and con-
troller personnel.”s2

Major General Anderson, the wing commander,
had a harsher judgement. On 23 March, Anderson
reported to Generals Cushman and Krulak that che
past week had been one of “initial confusion. This had
to be expected in view of the urge to implement with-
out proper and prior planning.” The wing commander
gave specific examples. On the night of 21-22 March,
I DASC scrambled three flights of Marine attack and
fighter/attack aircraft “for what was termed an imme-
diare mission.” A planned rendezvous with a flare and
a forward control aitcraft over Laos failed to occur and
the Marine planes returned to base nearly out of fuel.
According to Anderson, a ground radar TPQ team
provided one of the Marine flight sections with a sec-
ondary mission, but the other two sections jettisoned
their ordnance. On the following day, 22 March, I
DASC rold the Marine TADC that several sorties
planned for the 1st Marine Division, “had been can-
celed by the ‘user’.” The 1st Division air officer, how-
ever, denied making any such request and declared the
division “wanted all the air that it could get.” Ander-
son also mentioned problems with obraining clearance
from the Air Force Khe Sanh airborne command and
control center (ABCCC). On two occasions, the
ABCCC diverted two AGAs from missions in support
of Khe Sanh because of bad weather. Apparently the
Air Force controllers were unaware of the capability of
the AGA to operate under all weather conditions.3s

THE DEFINING YEAR

Anderson mentioned that the new system also
began to place an added strain on Marine air control
resources. Because of the necessity to send personnel to
help man the Air Force control centers, the Marine
wing decided to close its Chu Lai DASC.* The Ameri-
cal Division immediately protested and asked the wing
to reconsider or “to provide them some means to
replace our control.” General Anderson reactivated the
DASC in the interim until the Air Force decided how
it was going to take over. The wing commander also
mentioned problems of overcrowding and air craffic
control problems at the Phu Bai terminal. While the
Army and Air Force helped with equipment and the
assignment of additional personnel, Anderson suggest-
ed thar the Marines might want to consider “a possible
withdrawal of some of our air control assets from
northern I CTZ.” With the expansion of Army forces
north of the Hai Van Pass, General Anderson argued
that the Marines were not a major logistical and sup-
port organization and would be better off to realign to
the south; “refurbish and reestablish a mount out capa-
bility; and reduce to some extent the strecch we have
on our current personnel assets.”3

These and many other questions about the impli-
cations of single manager remained largely unan-
swered during this inicial period. On 25 March, at
the weekly meeting of the Joint Chiefs, General
Chapman** formally brought up the subject. Major
General McCutcheon accompanied the Comman-
dant and made the presentation before the Chiefs.
Generals Wheeler, the Chairman, and Harold K.
Johnson, the Army Chief of Sraff, were both absent.
Major General Haines, Army Deputy Chief of Staff,
represented the Army; General John P. McConnell,
the Air Force Chief of Scaff, the Air Force, and
Admiral Moorer, the Navy. According to both Gen-
erals Chapman and McCutcheon, the reception was
much what they expected. Admiral Moorer openly
supported the Marines. The two Marine generals
believed that the Army’s actual position was favor-

*According to the wing commander, he provided two additional
naval aviators to the Seventh Air Force TACC in Saigon making for a
total of four to assist with the daily frag order. He also provided seven
personnel each to I DASC and DASC Victor: two lieutenant colonels,
six captains or lieutenants, and six noncommissioned officers.
CG1stMAW to CGFMFPac and CGIIIMAF, ditd 23Mar68, Doc No.
23, III MAF Incoming Msgs, 15-27 Mar68.

**While not a formal member of the Joint Chiefs at that time, the
Marine Corps Commandant had a vote on all matters relating to the
Marine Corps, which was usually interpreted in the broadest terms. For
all practical purposes, the Commandant was a sitting member of the
Joint Chiefs.



A MATTER OF DOCTRINE: MARINE AIR AND SINGLE MANAGER 497

EFFECTS OF SINGLE MANAGEMENT ON
MARINE FIXED-WING OPERATIONS IN ICTZ

PREPLANNED SUPPORT
TO MARINES

1ST MAW

75

50

PERCENTAGE

25

0
B PRE-SINGLE MANAGEMENT

PREPLANNED SORTIES

1ST MAW SUPPORT TO
OTHER THAN MARINES

1ST MAW
IMMEDIATE SORTIES

IR : 75

50 50

25 25 S

r'

0 0

"1 SINGLE MANAGEMENT (APR-DEC 68 AVERAGE)

able but that it had “probably made some sort of a
deal with the Air Force and in all probability go
‘agin’ us.” They had no doubt what General
McConnell’s stance would be. General McCutcheon
also assumed that the chairman, General Wheeler,
“was locked in concrete against us.” Actually the
meeting resolved little. General McConnell suggest-
ed that no vote on the subject be made until the
return of General Wheeler. General Chapman agreed
and observed that he would “get McCutcheon to
pitch to him [Wheeler} as soon as I can corner him.”
According to General McCutcheon, the “die has
been cast, we are on record in the JCS and the Com-
mandant will continue the fight.”3s

Point, Counterpoint

Although touching upon several themes including
legal and doctrinal aspects, the “strongest single fac-
tor” of the Marine Corps argument against the single
manager system was responsiveness. According to
Major General McCutcheon, “there isn't any doubt
about it that when you add more layers to the system
it is bound to take more time. We are making a big-
to-do about this.” On 26 March, he observed to both
Generals E. E. and Norman Anderson that it “was
absolutely necessary” that they record “in great detail
what [air} you put in for, and when, and what you
actually get and when.” The Commandant reinforced

Source: FMFPac, MarOpsV, May68.

this request in a formal message to General Krulak,
remarking that Marine commanders needed to keep
detailed records: “We need an audit trail that will
stand up under any scrutiny. 3

Major General Anderson needed little encourage-
ment. On 27 March, he began a daily summary on a
statistical and narrative account of the workings of the
single manager system. This was in addition to the
weekly reports that he already had submitted to both
FMFPac and Headquarters, Marine Corps. In early
April, General Anderson began to draft for General
Cushman an evaluation of the single manager system.
He reviewed the workings of the system for the last
three weeks of March. The Marine general observed
that neither I DASC nor DASC Victor was ready to
operate when they claimed they were up and running.
According to the Marine command, “Facilities were
not ready, and personnel not assigned, and no chance to
test communication and equipment.”37*

*Different Marine aviation tactical commanders had different impres-
sions about the single manager imbroglio at the cime. Brigadier General
Harry T. Hagaman, who as a lieutenant colonel commanded VMFA-323
from January inco May 1968, recalled that he was, “acutely aware of the
Air Force effort to single manage Marine air in I Corps.” He stated that
during chis petiod, the first wing “directed MAG-12, MAG-13, and
MAG-11 to document all delays and frequency changes that we were
required to make when working with Air Force controllets.” General
Hagaman remembered that in the second part of March when single man-
ager went into effect, “there were some delays in getting ‘on tatger’
because of the increased communication requirement.” BGen Harry T.



498

Because of the existing tactical situation, the
Marines continued until 21 March operating under
their old procedures. Anderson then offered some com-
parisons between Marine air support during the first
part of the month under its system and that since the
21st under single management. According to the wing
commander, a reduction of Marine sorties occurred in
support of Marine divisions from 212 for the period 1
through 11 March to 177 for the corresponding num-
ber of days from 21 through 31 March. At the same
time, the 1st MAW's fixed-wing sorties in support of
other forces increased from 135 for the first 20 days of
the month to 154 for the last 10 days. Anderson
observed that the Seventh Air Force under single man-
agement had established a rate of 1.2 sorties per aircraft
per day. He remarked that he was considering asking
for an exemption to this rate because of the need to
increase air support for the ground forces.s*

Hagaman, Comments on draft, dtd 30Nov94 (Vietnam Comment
File).On the other hand, Colonel Dean Wilker, who commanded
MAG-12 at Chu Lai until early March just before the implementation of
single manager, wrote: “While I knew the relations between
MACV/USAF and Navy/USMC were not in accord, I did not know to
what extent. We flew our missions as fragged and had few problems com-
municating with the Wing or the forces we supported. I credit the Wing
& its control centers for making it simple for us.” Col Dean Wilker, Com-
ments on draft, dtd 18Nov94 (Vietnam Comment File).

*According to Colonel jJoel E. Bonner, the 1st MAW G-3, “the 7th
Air Force stated they were manned, supplied and funded to provide 1.2
sorties per available aircraft per day and were rigidly enforcing such a
rate in order to sustain their efforc over the long term.” Bonner argued
that “such a statement makes sense at the Air War College and to bud-
get analysts but is not worth anything when there is a fight ongoing
and Air Strikes will reduce casualties.” He observed that the “1st MAW
flew more than 2.0 sorties per available aircraft almost on a daily basis.
7th Air Force stated on more than one occasion that lst MAW was
wasting their resources—but 1st MAW never ran out!!!” Furthermore
Colonel Bonner wrote, “the Air Force explained that the 1.2 sortie rate
was to be computed on the expected available aircraft for the day. For
example: 12 aircraft are expected to be available out of 24 assigned air-
craft. A 1.2 sortie rate would provide 14.4 sorties for the frag order. If
you change the sortie rate from available to assigned the number of sor-
ties for the Frag Order is 28. This was a problem with the planners in
the wing versus the planners at 7th Air Force.” Bonner Comments.
Lieutenant General Carey, who worked for Colonel Bonner in the G=3
section of the wing in 1968 as a lieutenant colonel, recalled that during
the transition period into single management that he “received a call
from Saigon, allegedly by direct instruction of Gen Momyer (as I recall
ac the time I thought the caller identified himself as Gen Momyer) that
we were exceeding the desired sortie rate and that we should back off
(in rather strong language). I informed him that I was taking my direc-
tion from Gen Anderson to give the Marines what they asked for and
unless Gen Anderson instructed me otherwise, which I sincerely doubt-
ed he would, that was what I was going to do! I never heard from Saigon
again and the Marine requests were all filled.” Carey Comments.

THE DEFINING YEAR

The basic Marine complaint, however, revolved
around the requirements for preplanned missions,
especially in support of the Marine divisions. The
Marine command believed the entire process too cum-
bersome and unresponsive. According to the proce-
dures outlined by the Seventh Air Force, a preplanned
mission required a submission by the ground unirt any-
where from 38 hours to over 50 hours before the mis-
sion was to be flown. This contrasted with the old III
MAF system, which permitted a ground commander
to make his preplanned request as late as 2000 of the
night before.»

In a representative preplanned mission under the
new system, a Marine battalion commander would
submit his target lisc through his regiment to the
division at 0500 on the first day. At 0830, the divi-
sion would then consolidate all the requests and for-
ward them to the next higher echelon. In the case of
the 3d Marine Division it would send its requests on
to Provisional Corps, Vietnam, who in turn at 1100
would route them to III MAF. The 1st Marine Divi-
sion would transmic its requests directly to III MAF,
III MAF would then combine them into one list and
relay it about 1430 of the firsc day on to the MACV
TASE. The TASE would in turn reroute the
approved request list to the Seventh Air Force TACC
to prepare the frag order which would not be issued
until the afternoon of the second day. It would be
evening of the second day before I DASC or the 1st
MAW TADC would retransmit the frag order to the
proper DASCs and fire support agencies as well as to
the tactical air units. During this process, each of the
higher headquarters had the authority to determine
priorities or even eliminate requests with the possi-
bility of the battalion commander not knowing
whether his request had been approved or not. In any
event, it would usually not be before 0700 of the
third day before that battalion commander received
his air strike .4 (See Chart).

During April, the numbets appeared to confirm the
Marine complaints. According to Marine compiled sta-
tistics for the month, the MACV TASE and Seventh
Air Force TACC only scheduled 1,547 out of the 4,331
or 36 percent of the targets requested by III MAF
ground commanders. Of the remaining targets, Amer-
ican aircraft carried out strikes on only 680 or 44 per-
cent of them. Instead of the preplanned strikes, Marine
ground commanders had to rely on 2,682 “diverts” or
unscheduled strikes which made up 58 percent of the
total tactical sorties flown in supporr of the Marine
ground units.4
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On 5 April 1968, Marine assistant wing comman-
der, Brigadier General Henry W. Hise," contrasted the
difference between Marine responsiveness and that of
the Air Force. According to Hise, the Air Force
achieved “rapid response and flexibility by diverting
sorties.” He observed, however, that the air comman-
der often did not consult the ground commander, “for
whom the aircraft were originally scheduled . . . .” The
Marine general called this depriving “one ground unit
of vital support to aid another.” He also declared this
often resulted in an improper mix of ordnance to
accomplish the mission. In comparison, the Marine
system also permitted the diversion of airborne aircraft
but only after receiving the acquiescence of the ground
unit commander. For the most part, Marine aviation
responded “to increased requirements by scrambles off
the hot pad.” According to Hise, the Marines had “the
responsiveness of diverts without depriving a ground
commander of possibly crucial support and . . . {pro-
vided} additional sorties over normal schedules to meet
unforeseen needs.” Furthermore, General Hise pointed
out Marine aitcraft on the “hot pad” could be fitted out
with the proper ordnance to accomplish the mission .42

III MAF was not the only command unhappy with
the progress of the single-manager system. On 5 April,
Army Major General Willard Pearson, the Deputy
Commander of Provisional Corps, indicated to Gener-
al Anderson that the new system was not working well
in the northern two provinces of I Corps. In response
on this date as well to General Cushman’s complaints
about the workings of the system, General Westmore-
land acknowledged that single manager was undergo-
ing “technical and procedural difficulties . . . .” He
understood, however, things were improving. The
MACV commander observed that from his perspective
that there was “not enough tactical air capability in the
RVN to provide all commanders all the air support
they would like to have.” He concluded his message
that he expected to receive from the III MAF com-
mander an evaluation of the system at the end of the
month as to whether single manager was meeting II1
MAF requirements and if the “I DASC operation falls
short in any respect.”

In Washington, on 5 April, the full Joint Chiefs of
Staff again took up the single-management issue, this
time with both the Chairman, General Wheeler, and

*Brigadier General Hise, one of the two assistant wing comman-
ders, stated that because of his previous experience on the Joint Staff of
the JCS, General Anderson, the wing commander, used him to argue
the Marine case in the single manager dispute. Hise Comments.
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the Army Chief of Staff, General Johnson, in atten-
dance. At the meeting, much to the surprise and
delight of the Marine Corps, General Johnson reversed
the Army position and supported the Marines. In the
final vorte, only General Wheeler and the Air Force
Chief of Staff, General McConnell, favored single man-
ager. At a second session of the JCS three days later,
General McCutcheon, who attended both meetings,
related that General Wheeler attempted “to float” a
compromise position indicating that cthe Seventh Air
Force operational control of Marine fixed-wing sorties
was a “temporary expedient and when the emergency
was over the status quo would be resumed.” General
Chapman argued if that were the case the emergency
was over and that the Marines should resume control of
their assets. Wheeler rejected that proposition. Accord-
ing to McCutcheon, “so as at the moment the Army,
Navy, and Marine Corps are lined up against the Air
Force and the Chairman has weakened the position to
the temporary gimmick.” The next step was to send
the matter up to the Secretary of Defense. McCutcheon
concluded: “I feel better about it {single-manager dis-
pute} than I have in a long time."#

In Washington, General Chapman decided to out-
line formally the Marine Corps position on single man-
ager and its status to senior Marine commanders. In a
“green letter” (so named because of the color of the
paper) to all Marine general officers, the Commandant
reviewed the initiation of the single-manager system
over the protests of all Marine commands and his
actions in the JCS. He declared there was an “essential
difference between the Marine and Air Force concepts
of air control and air support . . . .” Chapman empha-
sized in most strong terms that for Marines, air is “a
supporting arm” which was to be employed “directly
responsive to the ground commander . " He
believed this basic Marine concept had been set aside
and would result in “increased enemy success,
increased friendly casualties, and decreased advance-
ment of the war effort.” The Commandant viewed that
the “integrity” of the Marine air-ground team and
“even our force structure” was at stake. While asking
all Marine officers to “face this challenge resolutely to
forestall any future inroads” on the Corps, he ordered
them not to comment on the subject, “either officially
or unofficially,” and to refer all queries especially from
the press to Headquarters, Marine Corps. With the JCS
split on the subject and the possible requirement of a
Secretary of Defense decision to settle the macter,
Chapman mentioned, “we’re preparing for that even-
tuality now.”#
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In Honolulu, Lieutenant General Krulak was not
sanguine about the probability of the Secretary of
Defense overruling Westmoreland. As he told General
Cushman, he expected the Secretary to hold a hearing
on the subject, but “knowing how those things oper-
ate, I do not believe that General Wheeler would have
permitted the matter to {go] forward to SecDef {Secre-
tary of Defense} without first laying the groundwork
for the decision he seeks.” Krulak suggested to Gener-
al Cushman another alternative means of attack. He
recommended that the III MAF commander should
avail himself of the “complaint channel to CinCPac,”
referring to the 30-day evaluation period called for in
the initiating directive. Since all concerned agreed that
the system had not really been implemented until 22
March, this would extend the original trial period until
22 April. General Krulak warned: “When we go down
this track, we have to have the aces to a degree that will
make it absolutely impossible for CinCPac to ignore us
or brush us off."46

The FMFPac commander then proceeded to advise
both Generals Cushman and Anderson about how to
proceed. He counseled that General Anderson as the

senior aviation commander for III MAF should begin
his presentation with Marine concurrence to the
proposition that within a joint force there should be
“single management” in that the senior Air Force
commander should be the joint commander’s “coordi-
nating authority for all air operations.” As far as mat-
ters relating to air defense and to the interdiction air
campaign over Laos and North Vietnam, there was no
debate that there should be a single authority. Krulak
then observed, however, that Anderson needed to
stress that for the Marine commander, “his air support
is as inseparable to his combat team as is his artillery,
his tanks, or even his infantryman’s M16.” He then
pointed out that the Marine commander made close
air support a “cardinal element in his tactical plan,
and, if it is diverted to meet a need elsewhere his oper-
ation is compromised.”4?

General Krulak then cautioned the III MAF com-
manders not to get into a pure numbers game of how
many sorties were flown and ordnance dropped, but
rather to provide the context for the statistics. For
example, he declared that in the case of immediate
requests for support, the single-manager system

LtGen Lewis W. Walt, Assistant Commandant of the Marine Corps, talks to Marines during a visit
to Vietnam. LtGen Walt made a strong presentation of the Marine position to Gen Westmoreland.

Photo from the Abel Collection
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appeared to be working. For the period 3—12 April, the
new air control agencies approved over 90 percent of
them and that over 75 percent of the tactical air sup-
port aircraft arrived within 30 minutes of the request
and usually with an acceptable bomb or ordnance load.
Contrasting these figures to those relative to pre-
planned missions, Krulak contended that the “Marines
were being shortchanged.” For the same period in
April, the Seventh Air Force TACC only scheduled 36
percent of the fargets desired by ground commanders,
and of the remaining targets, only 51 percent of the
missions scheduled against them were carried out.
According to the FMFPac commander, nearly 41 per-
cent of the total sorties were extra and not requested by
the ground commander, “who could neither preplan
for this surge efforc nor influence the selection of the
ordnance available.” Krulak then concluded with the
observation that 42 percent of the preplanned sorties
carried out were more than 15 minutes late: “This is
unacceptable and compromises the basic principle of
integrating totally all available fire power.”4

Perhaps partially influenced by Krulak’s message,
but largely on their own initiative, Il MAF and the 1st
MAW had begun the process of evaluating the single-
manager process and forwarding their conclusions to
higher headquarters. On 22 April, General Cushman
sent a preliminary message to General Westmoreland
to go on record with his unhappiness with the system.
At the same time, Major General Anderson, the wing

commander, prepared a lengthy presentation for the III -

MAF commander with the possibility of giving it later
to the MACV commander.#

Anderson stated the usual Marine arguments. After
interviewing more than 70 Marine officers involved
with the new procedures, he expanded upon his
themes with specific case studies. While acknowledg-
ing that the Marine divisions by the beginning of
April reported that air response to immediate requests
had improved, Anderson maintained that even this
part of the new system did not work as well as the sta-
tistics implied. He cited an air observer who spotted
enemy troops “running across a bomb crater one at a
time.” The observer called the Marine DASC and
asked for air strikes, stating that he had a “good tar-
get.” Before he finished speaking, the DASC provided
him with some A—4s. At about the time the A—4s
were to reach the designated rendezvous point, the
Marine DASC radioed the observer back and stated
“they had to take the planes away because the new
DASC said they had to go through them to get planes.
It was 45 minutes after we asked for the air that we
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finally got it on target.” In another case, Anderson
quoted the Marine officer in charge of the Khe Sanh
DASC recounting that “there was this Air Force Lieu-
tenant Colonel at Ca Lu who said I had to get airplanes
through him, that was very slow. Then there was
Colonel Lownds who needed air and needed it bad. I
just did what I had to do.” General Anderson con-
tended that the only reason there were no more prob-
lems with the immediate response procedures was
because “people at the lower echelons, finding them-
selves faced with an unwieldy and unresponsive sys-
tem, were simply forced to circumvent it.”0

Anderson reserved his greatest criticism, however,
for the single-manager preplanned missions and their
long lead time. The wing commander quoted a bat-
talion forward aircraft controller as saying, “They are
telling us now that we have to turn in our CAS {[close
air support] request this afternoon for the day after
tomorrow. We didn’t know this morning what we
were going to do this afternoon.” An infantry bactal-
ion commander remarked, “When you are moving,
your air has to be flexible, now I have to program
myself so far ahead that the air mission doesn't fix
anything.” General Anderson contrasted the 80 per-
cent of preplanned targets hit under the former
Marine system with the slightly over 50 percent
under single manager.»

Finally, the wing commander ended with three
general criticisms. According to Anderson, single
manager was “far less responsive to our tactical needs,
it has small provision for coordination of air with the
total effort, and it increases the administrative bur-
den.” As an example of the latter, he compared the 50-
page frag order coming out of the Seventh Air Force
TACC with that of the former nine-page frag order
published by the wing. Anderson concluded that the
new system accomplished litcle that the former
Marine system did not do better, especially in support
of ground Marines.s2

In early May, General Cushman forwarded to Gen-
eral Westmoreland in message form many of the con-
cerns that General Anderson had expressed in his for-
mal presentation. Cushman basically stated .that his
analysis of the period 1-30 April drew him to the fol-
lowing conclusions. While response time may have
improved, it occurred only because DASCs had divert-
ed aircraft from preplanned targets. Marines had
scrambled some aircraft in certain cases to cover the
diverted missions. He again expressed dissatisfaction
with the long lead time for preplanned missions. He
protested the fact that while the number of Marine air-
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craft “fragged” for Army units increased every day, the
number of “Air Force sorties remained significantly
below the programmed level established for Army bat-
talions.” Finally, the III MAF commander recom-
mended “that management of Marine strike and recon-
naissance aircraft . be returned to me and the
workable procedures outlined in [MACV directive
9541 be reinstituted.”s?

The Seventh Air Force evaluation of the system con-
trasted sharply with that of the Marines. General
Momyer’s command reported no significant problems
“other than those associated with training and famil-
iarity with a new system.” It praised both the efforts
and actitudes of Marine and Air Force officers in their
attempts to link the two tactical air systems. While
admitting that single manager was not perfect, the Air
Force report asserted that “with better understanding
by the Marine ground units and more experience on
the part of all concerned . . . this system will work.”
The Air Force insisted that “in consideration of pro-
posed large-scale ground offensive operations in being
and planned . . . the air effort available must be con-
centrated, flexible and integrated to provide the tacti-
cal air support essential to all ground units.”s4

Bombarded by conflicting points of view, General
Westmoreland held to the concept of centralized con-
trol, but began to look to the modification of some of
the workings of the system. According to Marine
Brigadier General Chaisson, the Director of the MACV
Combat Operations Center, the visit to Saigon at the
end of April by the Marine Corps Assistant Commarn-
dant and former III MAF commander, Lieutenant
General Lewis W. Walt, played some part in the
MACV commander’s changing perspective. Chaisson
wrote to his wife that when Walt met with the MACV
commander, “He scared the daylights out of Westy by
telling him that it was the most dangerous decision he
had made—and that it would backfire.” Apparently
General Westmoreland then asked Walt for his specif-
ic criticisms. The Marine general repeated what the
Marines had been saying all along: too long a delay in
the approval of preplanned missions; too many
“diverts” which often resulted in the use of the wrong
ordnance on the target; and that the 3d Marine Divi-
sion was not obtaining the “desired level of support.”ss

Whether influenced by Walt’s criticisms or not,
General Westmoreland ordered General Momyer to
meet with Army Lieutenant General William B.
Rosson, the commander of Provisional Corps, relative
to what constructive changes should be made in the air
support of ground forces in northern I Corps. Because

of the implications for the Marine Corps, General
Cushman with the approval of General Westmoreland
directed that General Anderson, the wing commander,
also attend. Representatives from the MACV TASE,
the Seventh Air Force TACC, and DASC Victor were
also present. General Momyer presided and declared
that the purpose was to determine what were the flaws
in the system “and how to correct them.” Anderson
believed that the question should have been “whether
or not we should continue with Single Management,”s6

The conference began with a discussion about the
allocation of sorties in northern I Corps. General
Momyer stated that he had told General Walt that che
reason for the reduced number of sorties for the 3d
Marine Division were the priorities established by Pro-
visional Corps. General Rosson agreed, explaining that
for a time in the Provisional Corps sector, the 1st Air
Cavalry because of Operation Pegasus received about
50 percent of the fixed-wing air sorties. The 101st Air-
borne and the 3d Marine Division during that period
divided equally the remaining available sorties. Gener-
al Rosson’s perception also was that “Marines, having
always had more air support tend today to ask for more
than the Army units.” All of the participants agreed,
however, that because the Marine units had less
artillery and fewer helicopter gunships than the Army,
there was a natural tendency for the Marines to rely on
more fixed-wing support. This was especially true rel-
ative to the escort of troop transport helicopters into
landing zones. General Momyer suggested that the
commands should determine the number of sorties
Marines needed “in connection with helicopter opera-
tions in order to offset the lack of gunship helicopters.”
The Air Force general then declared that the Seventh
Air Force “Frag” order would reflect the “number of
sorties daily reserved” for helicopter escort.5?

Even more surprising, according to Anderson, there
was general unanimity on the weakness of the preplan-
ning missions and the system of diverts. All concurred
that the present preplanning only resulted “in placing
a certain amount of air effort airborne and available for
any use a specific ground commander may wish.” Gen-
eral Rosson complained that the procedures were “too
ponderous,” although every one was trying to make
them work.* Momyer acknowledged that all concerned

*General Rosson later commented that after he assumed command
of Prov Corps, “it soon became evident . . . that the system for pre-
planned fixed-wing support was too slow, and that too many requests
for immediate support were being met by use of diverts. This in turn
often meant different ordnance on targer.” Gen William B. Rosson,

USA, Comments on draft, ded 27Feb96 (Vietnam Comment File).
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were doing the best they could and that he hoped to
cut down on lead times and delays. In order to get the
proper ordnance for a specific mission, the Seventh Air
Force commander stated that he was giving some
thought to permit modification to the daily frag order
about six hours prior to time on target. General Ander-
son countered that the “downloading of ordnance and
substituting another is much too wasteful of manpow-
er” and recommended instead the strip alert of aircraft
preloaded with a mix of bombs and ammunition.
While General Momyer made no comment about the
wing commander’s suggestion, General Anderson
observed that “the tenor of this discussion leads me to
believe that the Air Force knows it is in some trouble
on single management and is willing to modify the
system, in major respects if necessary, to keep the sys-
tem in force.” The Marine commander concluded that,
“in such an atmosphere of accommodation we will be
hard pressed to obtain a reversal of the decision to
implement single management.”ss

General Anderson was correct in his assumption
that both Generals Westmoreland and Momyer were
under some pressure from higher headquarters relative
to the single-management issue. Upon receiving both
the III MAF and MACV preliminary reports about the

Defense Secretary Clark Clifford, who relieved Secretary
Robert . McNamara meets with LtGen William B. Rosson,
CG Prov Corps. Gen Rosson complained during a conference
that the new control provisions were “too ponderous . . . .”
Photo is from the Abel Collection
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workings of the new system, Admiral Sharp decided to
send his own evaluation team, headed by Marine
Brigadier General Homer G. Hutchinson, Jr, the
CinCPac Chief of Staff for Operations, to examine the
situation. According to Lieutenant General Krulak,
General Westmoreland protested the move and asked
the CinCPac commander to defer the arrival of the
team until he held his own hearings on the subject.
Admiral Sharp apparently denied the request. At that
point, as related by General Krulak, Westmoreland
made the statement that the CinCPac team would
“come back and recommend to you that the system be
returned to the old status quo.”

The Hutchinson evaluation group arrived in Viet-
nam on 4 May and visited both MACV in Saigon and
III MAF at Da Nang. Upon their return to Honolulu
three days later, Brigadier General Hutchinson and his
staff began to work on the report. After completion of
the draft, he wrote to General McCutcheon at Marine
headquarters in Washington that Admiral Sharp
viewed single management “pretty well cracked.”
Hutchinson enclosed a copy of the draft report in his
letter to McCutcheon and asked the latter to keep it
“fairly well disguised.” Despite his own viewpoint on

Marine BGen Homer G. Hutchinson, Jr., the CinCPac J-3
and a naval aviator, headed a CinCPac evaluation team on
the new air control provisions.

Unnumbered Department of Defense (USMC) photo
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the subject, General Hucchinson observed that the
“report had to be written with some obvious restraint
from {a} ‘joint staff’ standpoine.”

While not directly criticizing the decision for single
management, the report discussed in detail what it
considered several shortcomings in its implementation
and operational procedures. Admitting that the Army
units in I Corps received in April more air support than
they had in the past, the report, nevertheless, pointed
out that Marine ground units did not enjoy “as much
or as responsive tactical air support” as under the old
system. Like all the other evaluations of single manag-
er, the report remarked upon the long lead time for
preplanned sorties and the resulting large number of
diversions. It observed, moreover, that the Marine
wing met the most urgent “unfragged” requests from
Marine ground units by overflying by 22 percent its
aircraft “programmed sortie rate.” At the same time,
Air Force aircraft flew only at 96 percent of their “uti-
lization index.” According to the report, the Air Force
wing at Da Nang conducted 1,404 missions over
North Vietnam and Laos. The authors of the report
commented that with the availability of Thailand-
based Air Force aircraft and naval carrier aircraft in che
Gulf of Tonkin that “it would not be necessary to use
South Vietnam-based aircraft for this purpose when
requests for sorties in I CTZ are not being filled.” As
Hutchinson mentioned in his personal letter to Gener-
al McCutcheon, “we have pressed the point with Sharp
that 7th AF has been flying too much out of country”
with in-country-based aircraft, “thus alluding to the
fact thac if this were stopped, MACV should be
relieved of his concern that the Army isn't getting
needed support in I Corps.”s!

For his part, General Krulak, also in Honolulu,
continued his efforts to convince Admiral Sharp to
intervene in the single-management issue. According
to the FMFPac commander, he persuaded Sharp to
send a message to Westmoreland again noting that
General Cushman remained unhappy with the present
working arrangements of the single-manager system.
The CinCPac commander stated that he wanted to
hear the briefings that were to be presented at MACV
headquarters by IIT MAF, the Seventh Air Force, and
Westmoreland’s own MACV evaluation team. These
were scheduled for 8§ May. In his reply, General West-
moreland agreed to have the concerned parties make
the same presentations before Admiral Sharp a few
days later in Honolulu. He observed, however, that
many of the rough spots of the system had been
worked out. General Krulak warned the Marine Corps

leadership, “Westy is not going to let us get away with
a presentation only of our gripes, but will include his
own story too.” 62

At the conference in Saigon at MACV headquar-
ters, both Generals Cushman and Norman Anderson
represented III MAF. General Anderson presented
the III MAF position on single management. Basi-
cally, Anderson argued that the new system for III
MAF had few advantages, but several disadvantages.
The Seventh Air Force briefer stated that all con-
cerned including the Marines were doing their best
to make single manager work and several modifica-
tions were in the works.63

After all the presentations, the senior commanders,
including both Cushman and Anderson, met in a
closed session. According to Cushman, General West-
moreland addressed the group and emphasized that the
issue of single management involved Service conflicts
revolving about “procedures, tactical arrangements,
[differing} philosophies,” and the desire of “comman-
ders to allocate total resources in the most effective
way.” The deployment of the 1st Air Cavalry and 101st
Airborne Divisions and the establishment of Provi-
sional Corps headquarters in northern I Corps had irre-
trievably altered command relations including air
arrangements. Westmoreland believed the briefings
helped to clarify the points of contention. The MACV
commander stated that the trial period for single man-
agement demonstrated “that the strong features of the
Marine system are evident. The practical advantage of
[the] commandwide area of the Air Force system is also
evident.” Westmoreland stated that he wanted to com-
bine the best features of each: the responsiveness of
Marine air together with the Air Force flexibility for
concentrating air assets. He declared that the TASE
and the Seventh Air Force procedures for fragging air-
craft were too cumbersome and Marine practices were
wasteful of bombs and aircraft. The MACV comman-
der stated that it was his intention “to use our resources
to meet the problem we face not on theory and not by
ineffective practices.”s4

Following a desultory and inconclusive discussion
about possible changes, Westmoreland turned to the
upcoming briefing ac CinCPac. He declared that his
chief of staff, Major General Walter T. Kerwin, would
represent him and provide the opening statement. III
MAF, the Seventh Air Force, and the MACV evalua-
tion team would make separate briefings based from
their respective perspectives. General Kerwin, howev-
er, would field all questions. The MACV commander
concluded the meeting by declaring, “it was fiction
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that this thing [single manager] was generated by Air
Force roles and mission. It was his idea—his decision
and not a maneuver by the Air Force.” General West-
moreland stressed that he wanted “this point included
in the briefing.”ss

The Honolulu Conference for the most part proved
to be a restatement of already established positions. As
planned, on 10 May, the representatives from the
respective services and commands of MACV made
their standard briefings before Admiral Sharp. Gener-
al Blood once more represented the Seventh Air Force.
As General Anderson, who made the case for III MAF,
remembered, the Seventh Air Force indicated ics will-
ingness to make adjustments “in accordance with any
criticism that we might have, which had the effect of
taking the rug right out from under us.” As the wing
commander recalled, Admiral Sharp “elected to not
intervene.” Anderson observed that Sharp was near the
end of his tour and “must have felt that further protest
would have to be at {a] higher level . . . .7

Admiral Sharp may have been aware that the
Department of Defense was about to act upon the refer-
ral of the single-management issue to the Secretary by
the Joint Chiefs. Secretary of Defense Clark Clifford,
who replaced Robert S. McNamara in February, dele-
gated the decision to Deputy Secretary Paul H. Nitze.
On 15 May, after listening to the formal presentations
and reviewing the various position papers by the
respective Services, Deputy Secretary Nitze generally
supported the position of Generals Wheeler and West-
moreland. The secretary stated that he agreed with the
Chairman that “the unified combat commander on the
scene should be presumed to be the best judge of how
the combat forces assigned to him are to be organized
....” Nirze added that he considered this a temporary
measure and not a precedent and believed that MACV
would return control of the Marine air to III MAF
“when the tactical situation permits.” He, nevertheless,
expressed concern about the apparent weakness of the
present single-manager system relative to responsive-
ness, but presumed that General Westmoreland was
taking action’to rectify the situation. Nitze directed
General Wheeler “to review personally the single-man-
agement arrangement in I Corps to determine, in coor-
dination with CinCPac and ComUSMACV such
changes as he considers necessary to minimize delays
between requests for air support and execution . . . .67

*General Chapman, the Commandant of the Marine Corps in
1968, remembered that about the time Deputy Secretary Nitze made
his decision the House Armed Services Committee “held a hearing on
the state of the War with JCS. Single management came up and was
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In reply to the Deputy Secretary, General Wheeler
stated that he was also troubled about the lack of
responstveness to preplanned air requests. Although he
argued that the Marines may have exaggerated the
length of time required for such requests and that some
of the deadlines were self-imposed, the Chairman
admitted that che system needed modification. He
mentioned that MACYV was looking to a partial decen-
cralization “based on resource considerations” which
would permit “the majority of preplanned requests” to
be coordinated between III MAF and the “collocated
DASCs.” Wheeler stated that General Westmoreland's
basic interest was to “have the flexibility to employ the
tactical air resources most effectively where and when
support is required.”s

By this time, all concerned with the issue were look-
ing toward some settlement of the dispute. In one
instance, General McCutcheon recommended to Gen-
eral Chapman, the Marine Corps Commandant, that
the latter meet with the Air Force Chief of Staff, Gen-
eral McConnell. McCutcheon believed that a frank dis-
cussion between the Service chiefs mighe result in
McConnell “to tell Momyer to back off a little.” On 17
May, after learning about Deputy Secretary Nitze's
decision, McCutcheon told Major General Anderson,
the 1st MAW commander, about a new Marine Corps
tack, “which is to get the opcon back, let them keep
‘single management’ and get on with the war.”®

Lieutenant General Krulak outlined this Marine
Corps proposal in a back-channel message to Admiral
Sharp. Krulak conceded that MACV under the old sys-
tem had some reason for dissatisfaction. He observed
that while MACV had controlled about 75 percent of
the fixed-wing sorties in South Vietnam which includ-
ed those sorties that the 1st MAW made available,
General Westmoreland “was never sure of what num-
ber of sorties the Marines would make available . . . .”

strongly criticized by [the chairman’ of the committee] for loss by
Marines of jmmediate [emphasis in originall, responsive close air sup-
port. Gen Wheeler presented the standard arguments to support S/M
[single manager]. I. . . elected to remain silent, as did the other chiefs,
because I believed Congress was no place to solve a war-time opera-
tional problem.” Gen Leonard F. Chapman, Comments on draft, ded
17Dec94 (Vietnam Comment File), hereafter Chapman Comments,
Army historian Graham A. Cosmas noted the “very lukewarm nature
of even Wheeler's and Nitze's support of Westmoreland. Both indicat-
ed grave doubts about the practical workings of single management,
but were unwilling to overrule their theater commander on a question
of organization of his forces. However, both emphasized this was a tem-
porary tactical expedient and urged ComUSMACYV to restore the for-
mer command arrangement as soon as he felt the situation warranted,
which of course ComUSMACYV never did.” Cosmas Comments.



A MATTER OF DOCTRINE: MARINE AIR AND SINGLE MANAGER 507

Moreover, even the MACV emergency authority did
not permit “a day-in, day-out diversion of additional
Marine sorties” to other missions. Krulak observed,
however, that the single-manager system as instituted
by General Westmoreland resulted in too severe a
“surgery . . . that has left the patient extremely weak,
with his Marine leg partially paralyzed.” The FMFPac
commander suggested instead return to III MAF oper-
arional control of Marine fixed-wing tactical and recon-
naissance aircraft sorties. In turn, IIl MAF would make
available to the Seventh Air Force “such sorties as
ComUSMACYV regards necessary to ensure a proper
weight of tactical air effort.” Krulak would not limit
this MACYV authority to preplanned sorties, but would
permit the preemption of additional Marine air
resources, when “in MACV's judgement, the overall
tactical effort so requires.” The III MAF TADC would
provide the MACV TASE “with real time information
on Marine air availability and status ac all times.”
According to General Krulak this Marine solution
“would legitimize single managership without ques-
tion and would still leave essential operational direc-
tion of III MAF organic air resources in CG I MAF
hands.” In a memorandum to the Joint Chiefs on 18
May 1968, General Chapman presented much the
same argument and concluded that the Marine propos-
al would provide a cransicion to normal command rela-
tions and also increase responsiveness.”

While the Marine Corps continued to present
alternative policies, General Westmoreland’s staff
worked upon modifications relative to air control pro-
cedures. On 18 May, at a meeting with Admiral
Sharp, General Westmoreland discussed his intention
to make some changes in the working of the single-
management system at the end of the month. The
MACYV commander wanted a 30-day trial period until
the end of June and planned to ask “III MAF to with-
hold comments” until that time. Admiral Sharp indi-
cated his general approval of Westmoreland’s course of
action. According to Marine Brigadier General Chais-
son, the head of the MACV Combat Operations Cen-
ter, General Westmoreland was well aware of both the
Marine objections and suggested revisions and tried to
accommodate them. On 20 May, Chaisson jotted in
his notebook diary, “Got Gen West[moreland} to go
along with our approach to single management.
Momyer is next hurdle.” General Westmoreland also
received prodding from General Wheeler, who direct-
ed that MACV in conjunction wich both III MAF and
the Seventh Air Force, “continue to evaluate the effec-
tiveness” of single manager. Westmoreland was to

inform both CinCPac and the Chairman of JCS “each
month of the results of his evaluation and of any mod-
ification he has made to the system.”"!

While neither General Westmoreland nor Momyer
was willing to return to III MAF full authority over
Marine fixed-wing sorties, they made a drastic change
in the scheduling of preplanned ground support mis-
sions. On 21 May, General Westmoreland outlined the
new procedures. MACV now divided preplanned
strikes into two categories, one to be determined week-
ly and the other daily in two separate frag orders.
According to the modified system, 70 percent of all
preplanned sorties were to be contained in the Seventh
Air Force TACC weekly frag order. While the frag
order designated number of aircraft, time on target,
and basic ordnance load, the supported ground com-
mander could use these sorties any way he desired,
“consistent with aircraft and control capabilities.” The
Seventh Air Force daily frag order designated the
remaining preplanned missions to meet “justified
requests for additional support and increased enemy
threats as they occur.” In essence, as General Krulak
observed, Il MAF made available all its air “attack and
reconnaissance capability” to the Seventh Air Force,
who in turn hands about 70 percent back “to the
Marine command.”72

The new procedures were to go into effect on 30
May for a 30-day test period. At the end of that time,
the concerned commands were to provide constructive
criticism. General Cushman observed that he was
under orders not to forward any comments on the
modifications to CinCPac until after completion of the
evaluation period. The III MAF commander, neverthe-
less, stated that he would provide ComUSMACYV with
his views and would share them with CMC and
CGFMFPac “to preclude any action that cross pending
proposals to Dep Sec Def or JCS.” At the same time,
General Cushman looked favorably on the new MACV
directive, remarking that it “appears to offer us a con-
siderable opportunity to regain control of our assets.””3

Admitting that the modification provided more flex-
ibility, Marine commanders and staff officers still point-
ed to several continuing disadvantages. While pre-
scribed ordnance loads and time on targets could be
adjusted, IIl MAF still had to match the ground require-
ments of its subordinate Army and Marine units with
the predetermined 70 percent sorties in the weekly frag
order. As faras the remaining 30 percent preplanned sor-
ties outlined in the Seventh Air Force daily frag report,
with the exception of less required detailed information,
III MAF was to follow the same procedures as before.
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The Marines still considered the single-management
system, even with the changes, more cumbersome than
necessary. Lieutenant Colonel Richard E. Carey in the
Wing G-3 section later commented that while the
70-30 split “gave us more flexibility at cthe working
level, matching available sorties to the requests of the
units was time consuming, confusing, and error prone.”
He stated his staff “affectionately termed the system,
‘Momyer’s Chinese Fire Drill.”” In more earthy terms,
General Anderson, the wing commander, described the
entire procedure “an ass-backwards system.” General
Cushman concluded that “until Marine air assets are
returned to full opcon of CG III MAF, command rela-
tionships will remain more complex.””

At the same time MACV was altering single man-
ager, General Chapman and the Marine headquarters
staff in Washington proposed their own modification
to the air arrangements in South Vietnam. In mid-May,
the Commandant circulated for comment to both
Generals Krulak and Cushman a headquarters point
paper on the subject. The idea was for MACV formal-
ly to return to III MAF operational control 70 percent
of Marine fixed-wing assets, while retaining sortie con-
trol of the remaining 30 percent. General Chapman
planned to give the point paper to the Secretary of the
Navy to forward to the Secretary of Defense.’s

While both Generals Cushman and Krulak had
some reservations about some of the derails con-
tained 1n the point paper, they saw merit in the
Commandant’s course of action. General Cushman
wanted return of 100 percent of the air assets to his
control, remarking that the retention of the 30 per-
cent by MACV would result in a “duplicative air
request, control, and direction system.” He, never-
theless, believed that the CMC proposal could be the
basis for a further compromise on the single-man-
agement issue. While agreeing with Cushman and
also taking exception to a few added minor details in
the Commandant’s proposal, Lieutenant General
Krulak’s reply was more positive. Krulak believed
that the Marine headquarters recommended modifi-
cation to the air control system “gets the camel’s nose
back into the tent—most advantageous, since the
tent happens to be our own.” The FMFPac comman-
der then observed that he had not mentioned any of
this to Admiral Sharp as he was of the opinion that
“the impetus just has to come from the top down.”
Krulak stated that if Chapman wanted, he, Krulak,
would “take him {Sharp} on immediately . . . but my
recommendation is to give him a few thousand volts
from above first.”7

THE DEFINING YEAR

Incorporating many of the suggestions provided by
both III MAF and FMFPac, General Chapman pro-
ceeded on two fronts to revise the air control policy in
Vietnam. He met with the Secretary of the Navy and
provided him the point paper and at the same time
prepared a memorandum for the Joint Chiefs making
the same points. As Chapman’s chief air officer, Gen-
eral McCutcheon wrote, “at first blush this {the
Marine recommendations} looks similar to the
ComUSMACY proposal where 70 percent of the mis-
sions would be fragged on a weekly basis,” but insist-
ed “there are some vital differences.” The basic differ-
ence, of course, would be that the Marine proposal
would do away with the long weekly frag with its pre-
determined times on target and ordnance loads. In
fact, McCutcheon, like both Cushman and Krulak,
opposed any mention of 70 percent and favored “a 100
percent recapture” of Marine sorties.”

In his presentation to Secretary of the Navy Paul R.
Ignatius, General Chapman atgued his case. He pro-
vided Secretary Ignatius the statistical rationale for the
Marine strong emphasis on fixed-wing support for its
ground forces.* While appreciating the need for
ComUSMACYV, whether General Westmoreland or
General Abrams, to have some form of “single manag-
er” over tactical air, Chapman stressed that even the
new MACV modification had not made the air support

*The level of air support required for Marine and Army divisions
differed because of many factors. According to an analysis by FMFPac,
a Marine division in Vietnam consisted of approximately 20,736 and
an Army division of 17,116 men. {For furcher discussion of Marine
division strength see Chapter 27 and Appendices of Marine T/Os.} The
Marine wing supported the Marine division with 276 transport heli-
copters, 60 armed observation helicopters, and 159 fixed-wing attack
aircraft. The Army division on the other hand contained 479 cransport
helicopters and 184 authorized gunships, and required 132 fixed-wing
aircraft in support at a 1.1 sortie rate. Citing DOD SE Asia air plan-
ning criteria, FMFPac analysts figured thac the 159 Marine aircraft
were to provide each Marine battalion with 200 fixed-wing sorties per
month. This came out to six sorties per battalion per day or 160 daily
sorties to support the Marine units in 1 Corps. These were about one-
third more sorties than the Air Force programmed for fixed-wing sup-
port of Army divisions. According to FMFPac, the Air Force was to
provide the Army four fixed-wing sorties per battalion per day or 150
sorties per battalion monthly. The resulting difference in the fixed-
wing support between the Army and Marine divisions was based on the
following: the Marine batcalion was about a third larger than that of
the Army; cthe Marine division had about 20 percent less artillery sup-
port; and the Marines had fewer armed helicopters. CGFMFPac msg to
CMC, ded 30May68, HQMC Msgs, Mar-JunG8. In his comments,
General Norman Anderson made the additional point that the st
MAW supported two Marine Divisions and also Army and allied units
when required. MajGen Norman J. Anderson, Comments on draft,
n.d. [Jan95} (Vietnam Commenc File).
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as responsive as it should be. According to the Marine
Commandant, the “net effect is that ground operations
become responsive to air operations rather than the
converse.” Chapman recommended, instead, thac III
MATF retain mission direction of 70 percent of his
available sorties and would make available to MACV
the other 30 percent based on a rate of 1.1 sorties per
day. Such a solution, according to General Chapman,
permitted 11T MAF to ensure “the immediate avail-
ability of aircraft for support of troops on the battle-
field,” while MACV would in effect still control 30
percent of Marine sorties and able to divert any Marine
air mission when the situation demanded.”

The Commandant’s efforts once more to have high-
er authorities in Washington reverse single manager by
edict from above failed. While Secretaty Ignatius
endorsed General Chapman’s recommendations to
him, Deputy Secretaty of Defense Nitze again refused
to dictate air policy to MACV. Using much the same
rationale as he had on 15 May, Nitze stressed that
ComUSMACYV was studying the responsiveness of the
new procedures established at the end of May and the
secretaty was sure that the field commander would
make any changes that were necessary. At the same
time, while General Wheeler, the Chairman, forward-
ed the Commandant’s memorandum to CinCPac and
ComUSMACYV, the Joint Chiefs also declined to rake
any action on their own.”

Given Secretary’s Nitze’s two unfavorable decisions,
General Chapman believed any further exertion on his
part to influence action through DOD to be self-
defeating. Instead, he planned to revert to pressure
from below. As he advised Lieutenant General Henry
W. Buse, Jr., his former chief of staft at HQMC and
new Commanding General, Fleet Marine Force, Pacif-
ic, who relieved General Krulak at the end of May, “a
move from Saigon may be our best bet at this time.”s°

The Continuing Debate

The Commandant’s change of course was based in
part on the actual or scheduled reshuffling of the key
personalities both ar CinCPac and at MACV. At
CinCPac headquarters in Hawaii, in addition to Gen-
eral Buse replacing General Krulak, Admiral John C.
McCain was to take over command from Admiral
Sharp at the end of July. In Saigon, on 15 June, Gen-
eral Abrams became ComUSMACYV in place of Gen-
eral Westmoreland, who returned to Washington to
become the U.S. Army Chief of Staff. Both Generals
Norman Anderson, the commander of the 1st MAW,

Photo courtesy of Center of Military History
Army Gen Creighton W. Abrams, ComUSMACYV, right,
talks to MajGen George 1. Forsythe, CG, 1st Air Cav
Div. Upon his relief of Gen Westmoreland in June 1968,
one of the problems facing Gen Abrams was the question of
single manager.

and also General Momyer, the commander of the Sev-
enth Air Force, were scheduled for reassignment. The
hope was that with a different cast of commanders in
place in strategic command billets there would be
more room for compromise. Both General Buse, the
new FMFPac commander, and General George S.
Brown, the new Seventh Air Force commander, had
less prickly personalities than their predecessors,
Lieutenant General Krulak and General Momyer. In
his appraisal of the situation, however, General Chais-
son, who also completed his tour at this time in
Saigon, stated that he personally did not believe that
General Momyer’s departure would change much,
“essentially . . . [Momyer} was playing an Air Force
policy push here, and I don’t see the Air Force falling
off on their push.”®

While not too much was known about General
Abrams’ position, except that he wanted to ensure ade-
quate fixed-wing air support for Army units in I Corps,
Marine commanders assumed that he was more flexi-
ble about the single-manager issue than Westmore-
land. Colonel Edward L. Fossum, the III MAF liaison
officer at MACV, upon his relief, related that the bick-
ering between IIl MAF and MACV over air command
relations disturbed both Westmoreland and Abrams.
Fossum believed that Abrams’ solution might be to
reduce Marine strength in the north and bring the
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Department of Defense (USMC) Photo A422245

LiGen Henry W. Buse, CGFMFPac, in the foreground, arrives at the 15t MAW helicopter land-
ing pad for a visit to the wing headquarters. As it was for Gen Abrams, the question of single man-
ager was a mafor priority for the new FMFPac commander.

Marine divisions together and “solve this air business.”
Fossum admitted that he “could not really read Gener-
al Abrams about the Marine Corps.” General Chaisson,
who also rotated at this time, observed that Abrams,
while often critical* of the Marines and publicly sup-
porting the single-management policy that he inherit-
ed, was not as adamant as Westmoreland and “has it
[single manager] up for review."s2

In one of his first actions, Lieutenant General
Buse made arrangements to visit Vietnam to discuss
the situation with General Abrams. On 16 June, the
new FMFPac commander met with Abrams in
Saigon. Buse described Abrams as “very cordial” and
said cthat the two had a very frank discussion.
According to General Buse, he told the MACV com-
mander chat he “wasn’t down there to critique at
what he {Abrams} was doing operationally, nor was I
going to tell him what to do operartionally.” In turn,
Abrams replied that he had no particular problems
in I Corps, “unless air control could be so consid-
ered.” Seeing an opportunity, Buse suggested that

Abrams end the emergency in I Corps and return.

control of Marine air to III MAF. The MACV com-
mander, however, was not prepared to take such dras-
tic action. Abrams countered chat the “Marines use

*General Chaisson noted in his diary on 15 May that ac dinner,
“Abe [Abrams} took off on Marines, ‘loners, small vision, won't play.”
Chaisson Diary, Jan—Jun68 (Chaisson Papers, Hoover Insticute).

more air support than anyone,” and not only because
of their lightness in artillery and helicopter support.
Buse explained that “air support is part of our life
and that we were structured, trained, and accus-
tomed to use it to maximum benefit.” General Buse
then asked Abrams directly if he felt as strongly on
the subject as General Westmoreland. The MACV
commander answered “in a definite and strong neg-
ative.” In assessing his meeting with Abrams and
lacer that day with General Bruce Palmer, Depury
Commander, U.S. Army Vietnam, Buse considered
Abrams still open on the subject and that “a tinkle
has been heard from the bell of freedom.”s3

Fresh from his trip to Vietnam, Lieutenant Gen-
eral Buse reported to the Commandant on the favor-
able atmosphere he found in Saigon and the present
situation relative to single management. He
observed that from the MACV perspective there was
general satisfaction with the new modified system
and “with the quantity and timeliness of air sup-
port.” Although the loss of overall air control
authority over fixed-wing sorties for III MAF still
caused several deficiencies, Buse maintained the
“Marine air control system is intact and functioning
... ." He stated that the weekly frag procedures
caused less of an administrative burden for III MAF
in that it did not require specific coordinates. Still
the FMFPac commander related chat the only reason
that single-manager system still worked was the
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existing Marine Corps system and the “fact that the
1st MAW continually generates sorties in excess of
the 1.2 {sortie] rate.”84*

Despite the apparent happiness on the part of
MACV with the new modified single-manager sys-
tem, General Buse agreed with General Chapman
that the best channel for reversal of the policy was
through Saigon and possibly Honolulu. The FMF-
Pac commander stated that there was possibly a
means of compromise through reducing the span of
control of IIT MAF in I Corps. He posed the possi-
bility of dividing I Corps into two sectors, one
Army and one Marine, possibly divided at the Hai
Van Pass. If that occurred, Buse thought Abrams
might be induced to “return control of Marine air.”
One disadvantage that he saw to this path might be
a lopsided distribution of air support. The Marines
in a reduced two-division sector might be receiving
more support while “our Army neighbors, who now
have no complaints, could starve.” Buse preferred
that General Cushman, the III MAF commander, in
his June evaluation, present “a plan for restoring the
integrity of the air-ground team.” According to
Buse, the III MAF commander “had a good feel of
the pulse and have some local accommodations
which can be digested at this point and still lead to
full recovery.” At that point, General Buse would
then approach Admiral Sharp, still CinCPac, “in
consonance with Cushman’s efforts and rationale,
adding to them the personal observation and staff
data I found during my trip.”ss

On 29 June 1968, the III MAF commander pro-
vided both Generals Buse and Chapman his draft
appraisal of the May modification to Single Manage-
ment and proposed recommendations to MACV and
asked for their comments. General Cushman
acknowledged a definite improvement and reported
a S4-percent increase during the month in Air Force
sorties. For Marine air, however, he stated that the
weekly and daily frags “has required an inordinately
high number of scrambles and add-on sorties.” He
concluded that the present preplanned sortie level
fell far short of the number of air missions required
by the ground commanders.s6

*Lieutenant General Carey made the observation that “our salva-
tion in operating under the single-management concept was that our
Marine Air had more flexibility than Seventh Air Force in that we were
able to generate and maintain a higher sortie rate, we could surge to as
high as a 3.0 sortie rate if required. In many informal conversations
with my Air Force counterparts they marveled at our endurance and
questioned, ‘How do you do it?”” Carey Comments.

General Cushman’s suggested revisions to single
manager were much more moderate than earlier pro--
posals he had made to MACV and those already being
forwarded by the Commandant. He recommended
that MACYV retain the present system, but improve
its coordination with supporting arms and basically
refine the preplanned procedures. Cushman suggest-
ed that MACV give to III MAE in a weekly block
frag order, control over all Marine preplanned sorties,
with the exception of those interdiction strikes
against Laos and North Vietnam. III MAF would
determine time on target and ordnance loads based on
the needs of the respective ‘Army and Marine divi-
sions in I Corps. In turn, the Marine command would
provide the Seventh Air Force control centers “real
time reports” on Marine sorties.5?

Both Generals Buse and Chapman were some-
what disappointed with the III MAF proposal and
wanted a stronger statement from General Cush-
man. While agreeing with Cushman’s evaluation
and understanding his delicate position as a subor-
dinate to MACV, they still desired the III MAF
commander to preface his recommendations with a
“positive statement reaffirming our collective posi-
tion on the return of air assets” to Marine control.
General Buse argued that this may be “our last shot”
to reverse the situation because Abrams “and no one
else will make this decision and once made we can
expect it to last for the duration.” According to
Buse, the new MACV commander was “practical,
apolitical, not necessarily bound by prior arrange-
ments, and not intimidated by Seventh Air Force
pressure.” While Abrams possibly was impressed
with the improvement in support of the Army divi-
sions under the revised single-manager system, Buse
believed the Army general susceptible to an appeal
based on the relationship between infantry and sup-
porting arms. The FMFPac commander thought
that Cushman could make a convincing case that it
was the Marine interface with the cambersome Sev-
enth Air Force mission control procedures that
resulted in the enhanced air support for the Army
divisions, not the centralization of air assets under
the Seventh Air Force.88 .

In his revision of his reply to MACV, General
Cushman made some minor cosmetic changes but
decided against the direct approach suggested by
General Buse. Cushman thanked the FMFPac com-
mander for his advice, stating he incorporated “as
many as possible under the circumstances prevail-
ing.” The III MAF commander declared that he had
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advanced “much of the philosophy” recommended by
Buse several umes to Abrams and “to repeat it once
again could be counterproductive.” Moreover, accord-
ing to Cushman, if Abrams accepted the III MAF
proposals, “I will once again have control of all my air
assets " General Cushman, nevertheless,
expressed his doubts about a positive outcome for the
Marine position, but that his present tactic was “more
saleable than our past direct approaches.”s

As General Cushman predicted, the MACV evalu-
ation, despite the Marine arguments to the contrary,
saw no need to alter the arrangements over air control
in Vietnam. In fact, the author of a Marine Corps
Headquarters memo on the subject wrote that the
tenor of General Abrams most recent comments
“seem to indicate the system may have reached a point
of equilibrium unless some additional force is
applied.” In Washington, Major General McCutcheon
expressed little surprise that General Abrams was rel-
auvely satisfied with the modified single-manager sys-
tem. As McCutcheon® wrote to Major General Charles
J. Quilter, the new 1st MAW commander who had
relieved General Anderson on 22 June, “it is only us
Marines who have noticed the diminution in effec-
tiveness.” McCutcheon even admitted that this so-
called reduction in effectiveness “isn’t very much now
since they [the Air Force] incorporated all our sug-
gested changes.” The nub of the matter was, accord-
ing to McCutcheon, “we still don’t have the OpCon
[operational control}.”%

The Commandant and General McCutcheon were
in hopes that the selection of Admiral John C.
McCain to be the new CinCPac might provide
another avenue to challenge single manager in Viet-
nam. As early as 23 May, just after his nomination
for the command, the Marine headquarters staff in
Washington briefed the admiral on its perspective of
the single-manager dispute. The Marines continued

*As Deputy Chief of Staff for Air at Headquarters Marine Corps,
General McCutcheon was not in any chain of command relative to the
administration or operations of Marine aviation in Vietnam. While
fully aware of this, General McCutcheon kept himself fully informed
about Marine aviation matters in the country through an informal cor-
respondence. As he wrote earlier to General Quilter, he would write
“from time to time as I did Norm {General Anderson} and Ben {Major
General Louis B. Robertshaw, an earlier commander of the 1st MAW]
and occasionally get on the phone . . . I think we both understand that
FMFPac is sensitive to being passed over so in most cases the kind of
information chat will be passed personally will be of such a nature that
it will not compromise FMFPac’s command prerogatives.”
McCutcheon ltr to MajGen Charles J. Quilter, ded SJul68 (Ler No. 34,
File Q, 1968 Correspondence, McCutcheon Papers).

THE DEFINING YEAR

to update McCain from time to time before he took
over his new post. As General McCutcheon observed
in his letter to Quilter, the new CinCPac would not
be able “to jump in . . . right away and right the
wrong that was done, but I think we have a solid
friend in him."»

At the same time 1n Honolulu, Lieutenant Gen-
eral Buse tried to use his influence with Admiral
Sharp to endorse the Marine proposal of giving
General Cushman, as CG III MAF, the authority to
frag directly the 70 percent of preplanned missions
in the weekly frag order. According to Buse, Sharp
had completed his own evaluation and basically
supported General Cushman’s recommended
changes. Apparently, the admiral had discussed his
recommendations with the new Seventh Air Force
commander, General Brown. The Air Force general
proposed that Admiral Sharp first clear his revi-
sions with General Wheeler, the Chairman of the
Joint Chiefs, before sending them on to General
Abrams. General Buse believed that “Sharp will
stick to his decision . . . But we now will encounter
a day or sodelay . . . .” Buse stated that he could see

MajGen Charles J. Quilter velieved MajGen Anderson as

CG, Ist MAV in June 1968.
Unnumbered Defense Department (USMC) photo
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Unnumbered Defense Department (USMC) photo

Adm Jobn C. McCain, CinCPac (seated with cigar in his mouth), visits Marine Fire Support Base
Lance in Operation Taylor Common. LtGen Cushman is seated just bebind and to the right of Adm
McCain. Both Gen Quilter and Adm McCain also bad to wrestle with the single manager issue.

“no impact on anyone in Washington, if Sharp
makes this decision with exception” of the Chief of
Staff of the Air Force.9

With Sharp leaving his command, however, it
was obvious that his recommendacions would only
have validity if they were endorsed by his successor.
Obviously, the Marines believed that the chances
were good that Admiral McCain would do so.
Marine Brigadier General Hutchinson, the CinCPac
J-3, wrote to General McCutcheon that “we had
McCain as near fully locked in on a decision to
return about 70 percent of our fixed-wing assets to
Marine control as it was possible to be short of hav-
ing the decision signed off.”9

Again the Marine aspirations were to lead to frus-
tration. After assuming command, in August,
Admiral McCain together with Lieutenant General
Buse visited General Abrams in Saigon. Their visit
also coincided with one by General Chapman to
Vietnam. General Hutchinson related that McCain
had “withheld his final decision for the obvious pro-

tocol reasons of being able to say he had discussed the
subject directly with Abe.” In the meeting over sin-
gle management that included the two Marine gen-
erals as well as McCain and Abrams, General Abrams
apparently was willing to modify single manager in
return for an alteration of command relations in I
Corps. The Marine generals, at that point, decided
not to push the issue. According to Brigadier Gener-
al Hutchinson, this course of action made “it impos-
sible for McCain to do anything but go along.”
Huctchinson stated that the admiral was not yet “in
writing, but I would guess that after he sees Chap-
man . . . the issue will be closed out.” In General
Chapman’s version, Admiral McCain, a close person-
al friend, told him, “that he was new on the scene,
that such an order was vehemently opposed by his
principal commander in the field . . . and that he just
didn’t feel persuaded that it was a good idea and that
he ought to do it, and he never did.”

Through the rest of 1968, the Marines would con-
tinue to bring up the single-manager issue, but with
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Photo from the Abel Collection

U.S. Army BGen Howard H. Cooksey, an assistant division commander of the Americal Division,
paints a “Happy Birthday” on a 500-pound bomb at the Chu Lai airstrip in honor of the 193d
anniversary of the Marine Corps and in appreciation of Marine close air support for the division.
Col Rex A. Deasy, commanding officer of MAG—12, looks on.

diminishing expectations.* On 9 September, General
Cushman asked General Abrams for authorization to
have “mission direction of in-country Marine strike
assets on a 30-day trial period within the framework of
single manager.” The III MAF commander then pro-
vided Abrams with a detailed breakdown both of Air
Force and Marine sorties in support of ground forces in
I Corps covering the period from 30 May until 2 Sep-
tember. According to III MAF statistics, 61 percent of
the total sorties were preplanned while 34 percent of
this total were “add-ons” and scrambles” (See Table 1).

*On the rtactical level, Colonel Robert D. Slay, who commanded
MAG-11 from June through the end of the year, wrote that he
“insured that my FRAG orders from 1st MAW were carried ourt; I
really didn’t care where the FRAG orders to Wing came from. Poli-
tics and in-fighting for control of air assets was of little concern . . .
where the flying and dying took place. The concept of the Marine
Air-Ground Team was well understood, however, and my command
was briefed to give first and highest priority to any Marine ground
unit in trouble.” Col Robert D. Slay, Comments on draft, ded
25Nov94 (Vietnam Comment File).

Nearly 40 percent of the Marine sorties fell into chis
latter category as compared with only 29 percent of the
Air Force sorties in I Corps. According to Cushman,
such a high percentage of add-ons and scrambles
“points up either a shortage of preplans or less than
optimum utilization of available resources.” He
believed the 30-day trial period would demonstrate a
marked improvement in these percentages.9

Despite discussion with Seventh Air Force officials
and some optimism on the part of the 1st MAW staff -
that MACV might accept this trial period, General
Abrams turned down the III MAF request. The
MACV commander opposed what he considered dou-
ble management, and hoped to end the dispute once
and for all. Supported by General Wheeler, the JCS
Chairman, Abrams ended the formal monthly evalua-
tions of the system. As he stated in November 1968,
“we do not wish to appear intransigent about this mat-
ter . . . but it is vital that ComUSMACYV retain the
centralized control and direction of TacAir [tactical air}
in the hands of a single individual.”ss
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Table 1
Attack Sorties Planned and Flown by
Marine and Air Force Aircraft
30 May—2 Sept 1968

Percentage of

Type USAF USMC Total Total Flown

Preplanned

Flown 7,731 9,960 17,691 61
Immediate

Diverts 468 573 1,059 5
Scrambles 1,505 3,235 4,740 16
Add Ons 1,807 3,696 5,503 18

Totals

Flown 11,529 17,464 28,993
Preplanned

Fragged 9,473 11,980 21,453 83

While General Abrams remained firm in his sup-
port of single manager as modified in May, the Marine
Corps continued the struggle in the following months
and years, but in different forums. While the Com-
mandant continued to raise the issue among the Joint
Chiefs, only the Navy, since General Westmoreland
became the Army Chief of Staff, now supported the
Marine position. As General McCutcheon observed to
General Quilter, the 1lst MAW commander, in
November, 1968, “I am working . . . on the philoso-
phy that single management is here, and the way to
beat it is to join it and out-manage them.”%

Using this tactic, the Marines in a series of local
arrangements and working agreements managed to

obtain in 1969 and 1970 practical control of their avi-
ation assets. In early 1969, IIl MAF had succeeded in
vetoing an attempt by MACV to modify its air direc-
tive 95.4 to include the term “operational direction” to
define the relationship between the Seventh Air Force
and III MAEF Finally, in August 1970, Lieutenant Gen-
eral McCutcheon as CG III MAF, agreed to a new
MACYV air directive that gave “formal sanction” to the
changes that the Marines had succeeded in obtaining
from MACYV and the Air Force. The Air Force accepted
the Marine Corps interpretation of “mission” and “oper-
ational direction.” Under the new directive, III MAF
retained operational control of its aircraft and included
a provision permitting the Marine wing to withhold
“specialized Marine support sorties” from the Seventh
Air Force. If the Marines obtained much of what they
wanted, then as Bernard Nalty, an Air Force historian,
asked, “Why the fuss?” Nalty answered his own ques-
tion with the conclusion: “Tactically, the single manag-
er meant nothing. Doctrinally, however, it affirmed a
principle, centralized control, that the Army Air Corps
and U.S. Air Force had consistently championed, and in
doing so, it established a precedent for the future.”s7*

* The new directive defined Mission/Operational Direction as
“The auchority delegated to DepComUSMACV for Air Operations
(Cdr, 7¢h AF) to assign specific fixed-wing air tasks to the CG, III
MAF, on a periodic basis as implementation of a basic mission
assigned by ComUSMACV.” MACV Directive 95.4, ded 15Aug70 as
quoted in Cosmas and Murray, U.S. Marines in Vietnam, 1970-71, p.
277. General Chapman summed up the ouccome of the dispute in the
following manner: “1. Marine system essentially restored—no gain or
loss. 2. Army gained close air support from Air Force equivalent to
Marine scope and type—a clear important winner. 3. Air Force lost
accordingly.” He emphasized that the precedent applied “only o joint
land operations after the conclusion of [an} amphibious operation.”

Chapman Comments.



CHAPTER 25

A Question of Helicopters

Another Debate—The Need for Lighter Aircraft—To Keep the Mediums and Heavies Flying
Another Look at Helicopter Air-Ground Relations

Another Debate

As the debate with the Air Force and MACV con-
tinued through the second half of 1968 over the con-
trol of Marine fixed-wing aircraft, a second contro-
versy festered in Marine Corps circles. This question
involved the employment and control of another
indispensable, but relatively short-supply Marine air-
craft resource, helicopters. While ComUSMACYV and
the Army were on the fringes to the dispute, the prin-
cipals were II MAF ground and aviation comman-
ders. Ironically, the 1st MAW, which argued so vehe-
mently against central control from Saigon of its
fixed-wing assets, insisted on “single management” of
its rotary aircraft.

Again it was the arrival of the Army divisions,
especially the st Air Cavalry Division, into northern
I Corps in early 1968 that provided the impetus to
this discussion. Major General Raymond G. Davis,
as Provisional Corps deputy commander in March
and April 1968, was tremendously impressed with
the Cavalry’s mobile helicopter-borne tactics in the
relief of Khe Sanh, Operation Pegasus, and later in
the A Shau Valley in Operation Delaware. When he
took over the 3d Marine Division in mid-May, while
not abandoning the strongpoints along the DMZ,
Davis wanted to break free of them and strike at the
battered North Vietnamese units in a series of free-
wheeling operations throughout the division sector.
From the aviation perspective this created an insa-
tiable demand on the wing’s already overburdened
and limited number of helicopters and crewmen.
According to Major General Norman J. Anderson,
the former wing commander, he just did not see how
his successor, Major General Charles J. Quilter, could
meet the desires of General Davis and at the same
time “still take care of the 1st Division and provide
logistic support elsewhere.”1*

The Army and Marine Corps organization of
their helicopters differed markedly. In one sense,

*See the discussion of che 3d Marine Division offensive operations
during chis period in Chapters 15, 16, 18, 20 and 22.
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the Marine Corps viewed the rotary aircraft as a
boat and a means to land troops from ship to shore
to exploit the situation beyond the beach in an
amphibious landing.** On the other hand, the
Army looked at the helicopter as a horse, as cavalry,
and a means of outmaneuvering and outflanking an
enemy. Because of the limitations of room on board
ship, the Marine Corps depended on fewer, but
larger helicopters, the UH-34 or CH-46, to carry
the assault force ashore. With less concern about
space restrictions and more about maneuverability,
the Army relied on an assortment of helicopters,
mostly smaller and more maneuverable than the
Marine aircraft, to carry the assault forces into the
rugged forested hinterlands. With the establish-
ment of small artillery fire bases on key hills, the
st Air Cavalry could launch fast-paced, leap-frog
airmobile operations far from its base areas irre-
spective of terrain.?

Marine aviation officers were quick to respond
that there should be no comparison between
Marine and Army helicopter support, especially
that available to the 1st Air Cavalry Division. In
contrast to the 1st Air Cavalry which had more
than 400 helicopters under its control, the 1st
Marine Aircraft Wing owned slightly more than
300 to support two and a third Marine divisions,
ARVN units, and the Korean Marines in I Corps.
Major General Norman Anderson, the wing com-
mander, observed that the wing had inadequate
numbers of helicopters because “the demand was
limitless and was stimulated by the example of the

**One should not carry che analogy of che boat too far. As
Major General John P. Condon, a veteran Marine aviacor and com-
mander of che 1st Marine Aircrafc Wing in che early 1960s com-
mented, “The boat could never envelop any unic in posicion on
land. The Marine Corps pioneered vertical envelopment, beginning
‘from che sea,” buc never scopping just beyond che beach. The use
of che helo in maneuver and envelopment, as well as in movements
of heavy equipment and logistic support of follow-on actions was
also visualized from che starc.” MajGen John P. Condon, Comments
on drafc, ded 30)Jan1993 (Viecnam Comment File), hereafcer Con-
don Comments.
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Ist Cavalry Division (Airmobile) in an adjacent
area zipping about all over.”s*

Despite the massive and even decisive role the
Marine helicopters played in the resupplying of the
Marine hill outposts at Khe Sanh, ground officers
elsewhere had complaints about helicopter support.
Immediately after the recapture of Hue, newspaper
accounts circulated that Army helicopter pilots
flew under more adverse conditions than Marines.
In response to a criticism in one article about a 500-
foot ceiling limitation during the battle, Major
General Anderson wrote that the wing placed such
restrictions on “all aircraft operations subject to cthe
exigencies of the tactical situation.” The wing com-
mander remarked the reason for the 500-foot ceil-
ing was “because of the extreme vulnerability to
enemy fire of low flying helicopters . . . .” He then
argued that the “Army UH-1 type aircraft has
more capability for contour flying than the CH-46
and was therefore occasionally useable when the
CH-46 was not . . . .”™ Even with the deplorable
flying conditions during much of the battle of Hue,
Anderson pointed out that the Marine helicopters
flew 823 regular sorties, transported 1,672 passen-
gers, carried more than a million pounds of cargo,

*Colonel David S. Twining, who as a lieutenant colonel com-
manded Marine Air Control Squadron 4 in 1968 and earlier served in
the Dong Ha DASC, agreed with General Anderson that to an extent
the difference between Marine Corps concepts of helicopter usage and
that of the Army was based on “Marine Corps conservatism as a result
of having far fewer helicopter assets.” Twining, nevertheless, claimed
that Marine Corps “helicopter doctrine or practice in Vietnam was not
only conservative but relatively unimaginative.” While stating that the
Marine Corps was the “first of the services to institute a program to
work out helicopter combat techniques,” he believed rhat internal divi-
sions within the Marine aviation community between fixed-wing and
helicopter pilots hampered Marine helicopter innovation. In Twining’s
opinion, “it was only due to the insistence of the ground community
and the Commandant himself, that we entered the war with the heli-
copter inventory that we had and this proved to be insufficient for the
innovative tactics that we might have otherwise developed.” Col David
S. Twining, Comments on draft, ded 15 Nov94 (Vietnam Comment
File). Lieutenant Colonel Thomas E Miller, who served on the
MAG-=16 staff and commanded a helicopter squadron in 1968, was
unimpressed with the Army helicopter organization and tactics.
According to Miller, some Army helicopter operations “anticipated air-
craft losses of up to 25% of the first assault wave. I don’t believe the
Marine Corps would ever consider accepting such losses.” LtCol
Thomas F. Miller, Comments on draft, ded 7Dec94 (Vietnam Com-
ment File), hereafter Miller Comments.

**QOne experienced CH—46 helicopter pilot suggested that the
CH—46 has the same capability as the HU1 as far as contour flying, but
that the Army helicopter was smaller and able to fit into tighter land-
ing zones than the larger Marine craft. LtCol Dale Johnson comments

to author.
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and conducted 270 medical evacuation sorties, lift-
ing out 977 casualties. More to the point, he main-
tained provisions existed in the order to override
the flying restrictions when the tactical situation
demanded. General Anderson admitted, however,
“that this proviso, in all honesty was little known
or understood. The order is widely distributed, but
litcle read.” s

By April 1968, Brigadier General Earl E. Ander-
son, the III MAF Chief of Staff and also an aviator,

**%]n a contemporary letter, Brigadier General Earl E. Anderson,
the 111 MAF Chief of Staff, expressed the following opinion about the
subject: “Regardless of what we said in our official response, the fact
remains that if the weather isn’t above 1,500 feet and two miles, the
mission has to. be declared a priority one before the Wing will fly. If
the weather is 500 feet and a mile, the requesting organization must
declare an emergency before the helicopters will fly. If the weather is
less than 500 feet and one mile, and if helicopters are required, the
mission must be declared as mandatory, and the only two individuals
who can approve a mandatory mission are the Wing Commander and
the Commanding General III MAF. I should say, they were {emphasis
in the original} the only ones who could approve such a mission,
because following my investigation of certain allegations made during
the Hue battle, General Anderson, at General Cushman’s insistence,
expanded the individuals who could approve a mandatory mission to
include the two Assistant Wing Commanders, and the Chief of Staff,
1II MAE” Anderson concluded that even this was “not adequate. The
helicopter pilots will fly, and do fly, in almost any kind of weather, but
to require a requesting unit to go to the Wing Commander or the I1I
MAF Commander to have a mission flown, when the ceiling is 400
feet, does not seem to be justified.” BGen E.E. Anderson ltr to MajGen
McCutcheon, dtd 14Mar68, Encl, Gen. Earl E. Anderson, Comments
on draft, ded 18Dec94 (Vietnam Comment File). Lieutenant General
Richard E. Carey, who as a lieutenant colonel commanded a fixed-wing
squadron in 1968 and also served on the 1st MAW staff, recalled that
during the battle for Hue a “CH46 did not do a MedEvac because of
an extremely low ceiling (allegedly on the ground). At wing we were
notified that a Huey had done the Med Evac for us because of our 500-
foot restriction. We reiterated the proviso about exigencies of the tac-
tical situation but too late. Unfortunately, this incident gave an
impression that the Army provided better helo support than us. The
1st Cav observation helos buzzed around at low altitudes further
emphasizing the difference in equipment, numbers of birds, and meth-
ods of operations, which certainly didn’t enhance our support image to
Marine ground units.” LeGen Richard E. Carey, Comments on draft,
dtd 12Dec94 (Vietnam Comment File). Several Marine helicopter
commanders emphasized their willingness to fly under adverse condi-
tions. For example, Lieutenant Colonel Walter H. Shauer, who com-
manded HMM-362, wrote, “We were mission oriented merely flying
in whatever weather, terrain, or combat situation in a manner to
accomplish the mission. In my briefings the only restriction was
attempt no mission that you were not capable of performing, other-
wise, attempt it later when you could get thru.” LtCol Walter H.
Shauer, Comments on draft, dtd 1Nov94 (Vietnam Comment File),
hereafter Shauer Comments. See also Col Roger W. Peard, Comments
on draft, dtd 9Dec94 (Vietnam Comment File), hereafter Peard Com-
ments and LtCol Jack E. Schlarp Comments on draft, dtd 21Nov94
(Vietnam Comment File), hereafter Schlarp Comments.
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Department of Defense (USMC) Unnumbered Photo
A Marine Boeing Vertol CH—46 Sea Knight helicopter from
HMM-165 approaches the helicopter carrier USS Tripoli
(LPH 10) for a landing. Because of concern for space on
board amphibious ships, Marines depended on larger capac-
ity helicopters to carry the assault force s0 as to require fewer
belicopters on board ship.

related that “there has been considerable fuss and
fury over the responsiveness of the helicopters, and
both division commanders are complaining . . . .”
It may have been a matter of perspective, but Gen-
eral Cushman even had some doubts about the ded-
ication of Marine helicopter pilots. The III MAF
commander remembered that “some of the heli-
copter pilots from Marble Mountain would go up
to Phu Bai to provide some support and hell, they’d
come all the way back to Marble Mountain to eat
lunch, just . . . baloney as that.” According to
Cushman “we had a long battle to utilize heli-
copters efficiently and it took great overhaul on the
part of the divisions and the way they ran their
logistics and a great overhaul on the part of the
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wing and the way they ran their helicopters.”s*

General Westmoreland also believed that the
Marines had problems with their helicopter otganiza-
tion. While he accepted the Air Force argument about
the need of centralized fixed-wing air control by the air
commandet, he disagreed with the Marine concept of
keeping the helicopter assets under the wing rather
than the division. He believed the Marine Corps sys-
tem was too inflexible. While crediting the Marines as
the originators of the air assault doctrine, he confided
to Brigadier General Chaisson, “You've got yourself so
wedded to this centralized control of all your air assets
over in the wing and the air-ground team, that down
at the working level, the battalion, the infantry battal-
ion, he has to ask for helicopters like he normally
would have to ask for tactical ait support.” He believed
the Army had advanced “way ahead of you in the way
we’ve married our helicopters right in with the tactical
infantry command.”s

Marine aviation commanders, on the other hand,
believed that the Atmy system, especially that of the
Lst Air Cavalry, provided very little control and endan-
gered not only helicopters, but also fixed-wing aircraft
that were in the sector.** The Marine Direct Air Sup-

*Qbserving that the Marine wing supported two and a third
Marine divisions, plus ARVNs and Koreans, General Condon wrote
that “with assigned missions of that scope for the helos, it seems rea-
sonable to me to take a centralized C&C [command and control}
stand.” Condon went on to say, nevertheless, “If full coordinated planning
bad been accomplished by both members of the Air-Ground Team as a meticu-
lous doctrinal observance in all belicopterborne operations, 1 don'’t think there
would ever have been any ‘difficulty’ to be discussed [Emphasis in the origi-
nall.” Condon Comments. Lieutenant General Carey, also remarked on
the dilemma of the wing with the “total overcommitment” of its heli-
copter assets to support not only Marine units but also other forces.
The wing then was “taken to task by our own Marines for not being
able to respond to a commitment . . . .” Carey, nevertheless, wrote that
the “argument of ground commanders that helo assets are designed for
the direct support of the division and should consequently be assigned
to them for operational control has merit.” He believed that while
valid, “the aviation argument . . . that with the Corps’ limited assets,
training, employment, and logistic support is optimized with central
conrol,” there was still room for compromise. He believed that by task
organizing “we . . . would have been more effective in supporting our
Marines in Vietnam by selective assignment of certain Helo assets to
the Divisions for operational control.” Carey Comments.

**Lieutenant General Carey, who at the time was in the G-3 sec-
tion of the wing, wrote that the “Army employment of their organic
helos was totally unorthodox to us. In the Marine system the HDC in
the DASC controlled helo movement and coordination of fires. In those
cases where large helo operations were scheduled we considered it
absolutely essential to lift or shift fires as required to ensure safe pas-
sage of our helos. On the other hand, as we observed Army operations
they appeared to ignore the requirement to monitor their helo Rlighs
to ensure safe passage through hot areas. They generally by-passed
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port Centers (DASCs) controlled not only fixed-wing
sorties, but also contained a Helicopter Direction Cen-
ter (HDC) to oversee rotary-wing flights. Collocated
with the divisions’ FSCCs, the Marine DASCs were
able to coordinate their helicopter assaults with both
fixed-wing and artillery support. On the other hand,
the Army had no similar system and their helicopter
units, according to Marine commanders, “just didn't
know what each other were doing.” Major General
Anderson observed that the Army Americal Division
unit commanders were “delighted” with the Marine
system “because they recognized the desirability of this
kind of coordination.” He noted that it was an entirely
different situation with the 1st Cavalry since “they had
such a mass of helicopters that the control became an
utter impossibility, except in accordance with whatev-
er control is the result of planning.”

The Need for Lighter Aircraft

In the spring of 1968, however, no matter whether
the Marine Corps wanted to adopt more of the Army
airmobile tactics, it was in no position to do so. Much
of this was due to the type of aircraft. For much of its
success, the 1st Air Cavalry depended on its fleet of
light helicopters, both unarmed and armed, which it
used to find, fix, and kill the enemy As General
McCutcheon expressed in Washington after a visit to
Vietnam, the Marines could match the Army in heli-
copter lift, but “we are woefully short of small helos,
both slick and gunships.”s*

During March, in an exchange of messages with
Headquarters, Marine Corps, FMFPac, and MACV,
General Cushman discussed means of making Marine
helicopter operations more effective, specifically
through increasing helicopter reconnaissance and gun-
ship assets. General Westmoreland had recommended
to III MAF that the Marines adopt more of the Air
Cavalry techniques relative to these as well as heli-

checking in with the DASC causing concern that they would fly
through friendly artillery fire with its possible consequences. We fre-
quently observed massive helo movement out of Camp Evans and did
not know of their destination, their routes or mission until they would
suddenly reappear back in the landing pattern of their home field. It
was a standard question, ‘Wonder how many they lost to friendly fire
today?"” Carey Comments. Colonel Joel E. Bonner, who was the Wing
G-3 in 1968, observed that the subject of helicopter usage “will be
with both the Army and the Marines forever—like frontal assaults and
flanking maneuvers.” Col Joel E. Bonner, Comments on draft, dtd
7Dec94 (Vietnam Comment File).

*Major General Condon observed that the Marine Corps devel-
oped its helicopters under “the concept of the amphibious assault”
and in effect, this concept drove all Marine helicopter design.
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copter reaction missions. While the Marine hierarchy
“appreciated” the MACV recommendations, General
Krulak, then the FMFPac commander, observed that
General Westmoreland “knows, moreover, that we
cannot lay hands on any significant number of Hueys
[UH-1Es] in a short time, any more than the Army
can.” The Commandant, General Chapman, com-
mented that the Marines needed more light helicopters
and “we need them now.” Using phraseology recom-
mended both from Washington and from Honolulu,
General Cushman told the MACV commander that
given the situation it was “difficult to see how current
Marine Corps helicopter resources could be used to an
advantage greater than now is achieved in conjunction
with our fixed-wing aviation.” He mentioned that he
had requested more light helicopters, UH-1Es, and
specifically more gunships. According to Cushman,
Westmoreland agreed to a III MAF proposal for an
exchange of Marine and Army helicopter pilots and
reconnaissance personnel. Moreover, the MACV com-
mander would support a Marine effort to expand its
light helicopter assets. At the same time, Cushman
allowed that he would continue to monitor III MAF
reconnaissance and reaction capability.?

At the same time, IIl MAF was in the midst of
reorganizing its UH~1E assets. With the planned
introduction of the fixed-wing North American
turbo-prop OV-10A Bronco into the Marine Corps
inventory, these aircraft were to take over from the
Hueys more of the observation and aircraft control
missions. The “Broncos” were slated for the VMO
squadrons and the original concept was to reduce the
number of Hueys in-country by the number of the
new aircraft. Given the increased demand for lighter
helicopters, General McCutcheon instead proposed in
mid-1967 that the Marines obtain permission to cre-
ate new light helicopter squadrons that would be
equipped entirely with Hueys. The VMOs would

According to Condon, until the Vietnam War, there was no need for
the gunship. Fixed-wing would provide helicopter protection and
prepare the landing zones. On the other hand, the Army was limited
by legislation from developing fixed-wing aircraft and “to acquire
some organic airborne firepower, it was a natural step for the army to
pursue the helicopter gunship development with vigor.” Condon
stated that the Marine Corps had “no comparable developmental
thrust for either the high performance light helo or the growing
capabilities of the gunship models.” In General Condon’s opinion,
that as early as 1962, when Marine helicopters first deployed to Viet-
nam, the Corps should have pursued the development “of the best per-
forming light helicopter, the helicopter gunship, and defensive armament for
all helicopters . . . on a high priority basis {emphasis in the originall.”
Condon Comments.
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Photo courtesy of Col Warren A. Butcher

Crew members of a Bell Iroquois UH-1E helicopter (Huey) gunship pause in the field awaiting a
new mission. By 1968, the Marines required more belicopter gunships to support operations.

retain half of the Huey inventory while the new HMLs
would acquire the surplus number displaced by the
Broncos. As McCutcheon observed, the chances for
approval were good in that the UH-1Es were already
on hand and the procurement needs were modest. The
Secretary of Defense agreed to the changes but only on
a temporary basis.10

On 8 March 1968, Headquarters Marine Corps
issued its implementing bulletin to restructure the
VMOs and to establish the light helicopter squadrons
(HMLs). The three permanent Marine VMO
squadrons were eventually to contain 12 UH-1Es and
18 OV-10A Broncos. According to the headquarters
directive, the Marine Corps would transform both of
its temporary VMOs into HMLs consisting of 24
UH-1Es. A third HML would be established at Camp
Pendleton in California. The Marine Corps was to
retain the three HML squadrons only through the
duration of the war.1

In Vietnam, in early March, VMO-3 at Phu Bai,
the one temporary observation squadron in-country,
became HML—-367 with a transfer of aircraft and per-
sonnel. On 15 March, HML-167 was established at

Marble Mountain with 13 UH-1Es assigned to it. The
first Bronco aircraft arrived in July and joined VMO-2
at Da Nang.* While the arrival of the Broncos may
have eased the burden on UH—1Es somewhat, there
were still too few of the new light fixed-wing aircraft
in country at the end of 1968, 13 total, and all in
VMO-2, to make much difference. In December, there
were 74 Marine UH-1Es in Vietnam—12 attached to
VMO-2, 14 with HML~167, 15 with HML-367, and
23 with VMO-6—only three more than were in-
country in January. While there had been a change in
designation, the HML squadrons through the year

*Colonel Tullis J. Woodham, Jr., who commanded the 3d Bartal-
ion, 27th Marines, remembered that in July 1968, the enemy shot
down one of the new aircraft “in our area of Go Noi. The spotter air-
craft was probably lower in altitude than he safely should have been
because he received a number of rounds through the bottom of the
plane, causing it to go down.” Woodham sent a company to retrieve
any survivors and bring back what they could of the “sophisticated and
classified equipment and manuals.” With continuous air support, “that
was about as close to an ‘air show’ as I'd seen in Vietnam," the compa-
ny accompanied by tanks found the aircraft and recovered the bodies of
the crew. Unidentified draft, Encl, Col Tullis J. Woodham, Jr., Com-
ments on draft, dtd 7Dec1994 (Vietnam Comment File).
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basically performed the same missions as the VMOs.*
It would not be until 1969 with the introduction of
the Bell AH1G Cobra helicopter gunship into the
Marine inventory and the arrival of additional Broncos
that the demands upon the overworked UH-1Es
began to ease.!?

While the Marines used the UH-1E both for obser-
vation and as a gunship, it had many disadvantages in
comparison to the diverse light helicopter mix that the
Army helicopter units had available to them. The 1st
Air Cavalry already had the Cobra gunships in service.
In addition, the Army division had available the bub-
ble-topped Hughes OH-6A Cayuse or LOH (Light
Observation Helicopter) for scouting missions and
finally the UH—1H model of the Huey for command
and control and trooplift purposes. The Army still used
the UH-1B model in a gunship role.?

As early as March 1968, Brigadier General Henry
W. Hise, one of the two assistant commanders of the
Ist MAW, outlined the handicaps of the Marine
UH-1E as a gunship. Equipped with the TAT-101
Turret, the UH—-1E armament, according to Hise, did
“not have enough range or punch.”* Also in both the
fight for Hue and in the environment around the DMZ
and Khe Sanh, the Marine general argued that “the
armed chopper is a point tatget to the man on the
ground while in the great majority of cases the chop-
per pilot is firing at an area target.” The result was that
the helicopters were vulnerable to the enemy’s
12.7mm machine guns while pilots had difficulty “in
pin-pointing the guns firing at them.” Hise believed
“that chopper operations into 12.7[mm machine gun}
defended areas is not good sense unless the weather
allows fixed-wing support.” The assistant wing com-
mander observed that armed UH-1E pilots flying into
these regions now “holler for longer range area

*Lieutenant Colonel Thomas F. Miller, who commanded
HML-167 from August through the end of 1968, recalled thar out of
the 14 UH-1E aircraft that he had assigned to his squadron, he sched-
uled five of these aircraft each day as VIP aircraft for the commanding
generals of the two Marine Divisions, the 1st Marine Aircraft Wing,
III MAF, and the Korean Marine Corps. While stating that the num-
ber of these especially designated aircraft by themselves were not sig-
nificant, they consisted of nearly six percent of all UH-LE assets.
Miller Comments.

##According ro Lieutenant Colonel Thomas Miller, he did not
recall that when he assumed command of HML~167 in August 1968
that any of his aircraft were equipped with the TAT 101. He stated
that his UH-1E’s “were armed with forward-firing 7.62 machine
guns and 2.75 rocket pods attached to each landing skid. Two crew
members operating 7.62 machine guns fired out the aircraft’s side
doors.” Miller Comments.
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weapons; specifically 20mm guns or at a minimum
.50-caliber guns.”

In June, the new FMFPac commander, Lieutenant
General Henry W. Buse, Jr., picked up on the refrain
for more of a mix of light helicopters for the Marine
Corps. After a visit to [Il MAF and especially the 3d
Marine Division, he told the Commandant that the
division’s recent mobile operations in the interior and
the western mountains “underscore the requirement
for the relatively small, light, and powerful helicopter
vis a vis the CH-46.” While remarking that the lacter
aircraft was “worth its weight in gold,” he stated it was
“not the answer to the requirement for a troop carrier”
in the rugged terrain in the central and western DMZ
sector. According to Buse, the infantry and reconnais-
sance “insert and extraction problem in undeveloped
LZ’s, often under fire, dictates the employment of
smaller, faster, more maneuverable helos.” While rec-
ognizing the yeoman setvice performed by the Marine
UH-1Es and the old Sikorsky UH—-34s Sea Horses,"*
he was especially impressed with the Army UH-1H
“with its slightly greater capacity and increased power”
for these purposes.!s

Major General Davis, the 3d Marine Division com-
mander, also had doubts about the Marine UH-1E as
a command and control aircraft and compared it unfa-
vorably to the Army UH-1H. While assistant Provi-
sional Corps commander, prior to taking over the 3d
Division, Davis recounted that the Army had provided
him with his own Huey, an H model, and that he had
been “spoiled.” With the Army aircraft, with its
increased power, he was able to get into “all of these out
of way places and these hilltops, and through all this
weather . . . .” When he assumed command of the 3d
Division, the Marine wing provided him with a
UH-1E “that couldn’t hack it.” The Marine aircraft
with its comparative lack of lifc would have difficulty
in the mountains. Davis remembered that he “got

***Both Lieutenant Colonels Jack E. Schlarp and Walter H.
Shauer, who both commanded HMM—-362, a UH-34 squadron, in
1968, praised the reliability and availability of the UH-34. Lieutenant
Colonel Shauer observed rhat when he arrived in Vietnam in the last
half of 1967, the “[UH=134’s were doing the bulk of the flying. . . .
This was because the older H-34 [in comparison to the CH-46} was
much simpler to maintain and [had a] reliable piston engine vs sophis-
ticated jet turbine engines {of the CH-46] subjecr to FOD (foreign
object damage) and temperature limitations.” Shauer Comments. Lieu-
tenant Colonel Schlarp wrote, “if the Corps had hung on to the H-34’s
and not tried to rely on the H-46s, and/or H-53s everyone might have
been better served. The H—34 was a reliable helicopter that did not
suffer from the lack of availability as did the newer helicopters.”
Schlarp Comments.
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Photo from the Abel collection

A Marine North American OV—-10A Bronco lands at the Marble Mountain airstrip at Da Nang.
The Bronco was to take over more of the observation and aircraft control missions from the Hueys.

flopped down two or three times with those Hueys
[UH-1Es].” According to the 3d Marine Division
commander, the Army provided him with a backup
helicopter because, “those Marine helicopters could not
go where the H—model could go.”1s*

While the situation was not entirely bleak, Gener-
al McCutcheon commented in mid-November that
the improvement in the inventory of Marine gun-
ships and other light helicopters would only be mod-
est in the foreseeable future. As he wrote to Major
General Quilter, the 1st Wing commander, “I must
tell you in all honesty, that there just aren’t any more
helos or any more pilots to make available to III MAF
in the foreseeable future.” He mentioned a combina-
tion of both personnel ceilings and an attempt to

*Colonel Roger W. Peard, Jr., who commanded HMH-463, in
1968, observed that the greatest difference between the UH—1E and
UH-1H models was engine power, otherwise the aircraft were very
similar. Peard wrote that maneuverability “relates to a machine’s
ability to change direction, accelerate, and decelerate. These are
important characteristics for fighter/intercepter aircraft, but not so
crucial in a helicopter. Maneuverability in a helo may add to the
exhilaration of flight, but most helos are flown to maintain the lift
vector from the rotor disc close to vertical to maximize lift.” Peard
acknowledged that size considerations were another matter and that
“laymen” speaking of maneuverability usually refer to ability to “get
into a small LZ, which is a size considetation.” In any event Colonel
Peard did not believe there was enough size differentiation to quib-
ble about between the E and H versions. He concluded, “I imagine
that MGen Davis may just [have] liked flying in the newer H rather
than in a well-used ‘E".” Peard Comments.

reduce the budget as “tremendous constraints on any
expansionist program at this stage of the game.”
McCutcheon, nevertheless, stated that he was work-
ing on “a final crack . . . to increase the number of
light helos in our structure.””

To Keep the Mediums and Heavies Flying

While the Marine command remained concerned
about its shortage of light helicopters during much of
1968, it continued to have difficulties with the avail-
ability of both its medium and heavy rotary aircraft.
After taking the drastic measure in the latter part of
1967 of grounding all of the Boeing Vertol CH—46 Sea
Knights because of several accidents involving the rear
pylons of the aircraft, the Marine Corps and Boeing
undertook an expensive and extensive repair program,
including both structural and system modifications.**
In the first phase of the solution, the Marines rotated
the aircraft from Vietnam to Okinawa and Japan where
structural modifications were carried out. By the end of

**Lieutenant General Louis Metzger who in 1967 and early 1968
as a brigadier general served as the 3d Marine Division Assistant Divi-
sion Commander, recalled that it took some time to identify the prob-
lem with the CH-46 as equipment failure. He remembered that it
was sometime in the second half of 1967 that when the 3d Division
assistant aviation officer, “was flying and observed the tail come off a
CH-46. His report was the first indication of this equipment prob-
lem. This observation led to the ‘expensive and extensive repair pro-
gram’. . . ." LtGen Louis Metzger, Comments on draft, dtd 20Dec94
(Vietnam Comment File).



A QUESTION OF HELICOPTERS

1967, Marine, Navy, and corporate technicians and
mechanics had replaced the rear pylons on all but 16 of
the 105 Sea Knight aircraft in the Western Pacific.
They refitted the remaining aircraft with the structur-
al modifications by February 1968.18

During the remaining months of 1968, the Marine
Corps and Navy initiated the second phase during reg-
ularly scheduled maintenance overhaul of the 46s or
those aircraft sent back because of extensive battle
damage. Called Project Sigma, these modifications
consisted of the installation of a new tail section, a new
transmission mount, and a cruise guide indicating sys-
tem.* While the second phase caused less of a draw-
down of the CH-46 resources than the initial alter-
ations, about 12 to 14 of the aircraft a month were
either at Japan or Okinawa undergoing rework. In
July, moreover, the 1st MAW reported two instances of
the “structural failure of CH—46 rotor blades” manu-
factured prior to March 1967. This required the
Marine Corps and Navy to undertake a new testing
procedure of all the blades of that vintage. While this
affected nearly half of the Sea Knights in the 1st MAW
inventory, the wing accomplished most of the retesting
in-country without impacting greatly on the tempo of
operations.!9**

*These modifications resulted “in added structural strength, and
give the pilot a means of monitoring the structural loads imposed on
the airframe, reducing the likelihood of overstress.” Because of the
magnitude of these changes, they were accomplished as the aircraft
underwent “Progressive Aircraft Rework” (PAR) or Battle Damage
Repair (BDR). There still remained, however, significant differences
about the extent of modifications needed between the Boeing Vertol
Corporation and the Marine Corps. For example General McCutcheon
in a letter to an official of the company insisted that the Phase II mod-
ifications be carried out “in order to meet the Marine Corps operational
requirements.” He also expressed his concerns that a “desynch” device
[to avoid intermeshing of the rotors} be added to the list of modifica-
tions. While willing to soften his position to the extent that he
believed “it is *highly desirable’ vice ‘mandatory,” McCutcheon wrote
“No matter how you look at it, the pilots still ask the question, ‘How
do I get down safely if I have desynch and blade intermeshing?”” The
device was never added. McCutcheon to Robert W. Tharrington, ded
29Jan68, Ler No. 28, File T, 1968 Cor, McCutcheon Papers; FMFPac,
MarOpsV, Dec68, p. 111.

##*Another modification was added to the CH—46s in 1968 that
had nothing to do with the structural problems. In February 1968,
after much hesitation, General Krulak, at FMFPac, finally approved an
experiment of General Anderson’s, the wing commander, to replace the
7.62mm machine guns on board the CH—46 with the .50-caliber guns.
Major General McCutcheon told Krulak after his visit to Vietnam in
January 1968 that almost all commanders, including a division com-
mander, were in favor of the replacement and willing to give up troop
space to carry the heavier armament with its greater range. According
to McCutcheon, the question was which weapon was “most effective in
the air, not on the ground. . . . Perhaps if you had a .50 to start with
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While the Marine wing remained concerned about
the continuing effectiveness of the CH—46,"** several
minor problems with replacement parts plagued the
large heavy-lift Sikorsky CH-53A Sea Stallion heli-
copter. General Anderson, the wing commander, later
observed that strictly because of the lack of spare parts
there were times in late 1967 and early 1968 when
only three of the aircraft “would be available for
flight.” In January 1968, HMH-463, the CH~53A
squadron, averaged only a 31 percent availability.
During February, General McCutcheon in Washing-
ton raised “such a fuss” in Navy aviation logistic cir-

you might not have been forced down.” Faced with the almost unani-
mous opinion from Vietnam, General Krulak relented. He told both
Generals Anderson and McCutcheon that while believing the issue was
“completely emotional . . . [but] I am no fool where emotion is
involved.” With the final assent from FMFPac, General Anderson
announced that he desired to arm all of the 46s with the .50-caliber
guns, but would “leave it to the discretion of the group and squadron
commanders, however, as to whether or not they actually mounted the
7.62mm or the .50-caliber.” As General Anderson stated later, he did
not want “to make a dogmatic rule” but wanted to permit his com-
manders to determine the best armament according to the particular
circumstances. MajGen Norman Anderson ltrs to McCutcheon, ded 2
and 7Feb68, and McCutcheon to Anderson, dtd 8Feb68, Letcer No 50,
File A and LtGen Victor H. Krulak to McCutcheon, dtd 2Feb68 and
McCutcheon ltr to Krulak, ded 8Feb68, Ler No. 39, File K, 1968 Cor,
McCutcheon Papers; MajGen Norman J. Anderson, Comments on
draft, n.d. [Jan95} (Vietnam Comment File), hereafter Norman Ander-
son Comments.

***Besides the scructural problems with the CH—46, Lieutenant
Colonel Roy J. Edwards, who commanded HMM-265 which operated
with SLF Bravo in the summer of 1968, related problems with fuel fil-
ters which were unable to prevent the “super fine sand in this littoral
region . . . [from}] being drawn into the fuel tanks as the helicopters . .
. landed on or near the beaches.” After extended use, the sand “worked
its way into the fuel controls of the helicopter to prevent it from devel-
oping full power.” According to Edwards, “this {was} happening to «//
{emphasis in the originall my helicopters even though they had all the
routine prescribed maintenance.” He recalled two near-accidents
caused by the problem: “I had one a/c {aircraft} on a milk run take off
from the carrier, climbed straight ahead, lost power and sagged back
on the carrier as the carrier ran up under him! He was fully loaded with
passengers, supplies, and mail. Not one got their feet wet!” In the sec-
ond incident, a helicopter on the way to the beach from the carrier also
lost power, “the pilot kept the engine running and just flew into the
water and taxied the several miles to shore.” Again there were no
injuries nor damage. He then halted flights of all of his CH—46s until
the squadron could determine a “fix”. Eventually, they placed addi-
tional air filters on “the air intake to the fuel tanks of the helicopter
plus judicious monitoring/cleaning of the fuel controls after each flight
onto the beach where this ‘superfine’ sand was being ingested. This
didn’t prevent the contamination but we learned to live with it.”
According to Edwards, “it was a ‘soul-searching’ experience to have to
‘ground’ my helicopters in the middle of a war, while we found out . .
. how to counteract.” LtCol Roy J. Edwards, Comments on draft, drd
10Nov94 (Vietnam Comment File).
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cles that he “got a KC-130 load of CH-53 spares . .
. under the nickname of Floodrtide” sent out to the 1st
Wing. Observing that the list of parts included
clamps, tubes, gaskets, fasteners and other “mundane
items”, McCutcheon exclaimed, “I'll be damned if I
can understand why this kind of stuff is not available
in Da Nang or at least Subic [the Navy base in the
Philippines at Subic Bay]."»

While appreciative of the effort upon receipt of the
Floodtide supplies on 4 March, General Anderson
complained, “One critical item follows another in the
history of the CH-53.” He stated that during the past
week he only had nine of the large helicopters flying
for a 33 percent availability rate. According to the
wing commander, if only he had replacement wind-
shields to install he could have another 10 of the large
aircraft in the air. Adding to Anderson’s woes, an
enemy rocket attack on Marble Mountain the night
before resulted in the loss of one of the CH-53s.2!

During the following months, the situation
improved, but only modestly* For example, in April,
General McCutcheon again had to arrange a special air-
lift for CH-53 spare parts with “no appreciable change
in their operational readiness.” Only a third of the large
choppers were operationally ready as contrasted to the
number on hand. While not overly concerned about
those figures, McCutcheon observed that these statis-
tics become “alarming” when the number of opera-
tionally ready aircraft were compared to the number of
aircraft assigned. The availability for the CH-53s then
dropped to about 25 percent. In August, the arrival of
HMH-462 at Phu Bai with 10 addicional aircraft
bringing the total of the Sea Stallions in Vietnam to 43,
provided some relief for the other 53 squadron,
HMH-463."* According to FMFPac, this improved
the lift capability of the wing by 34 percent.22

*Colonel Roger W. Peard, who commanded HMH—463 in the sec-
ond half of 1968, observed that he made some changes relative to spare
parts procurement. He recalled that when he took over, four aircraft were
being used to scavage parts for other aircraft, but that the MAG-16
maintenance officer did not believe in creating “hangar ‘queens’ for
parts.” Instead when an aircraft was scheduled for its annual inspection,
good parts were removed to replace parts needed by other aircraft. The
other aircraft was then sent back for rework. While this may have
increased labor costs, no perennial “hangar queens” were created.
According to Peard, “parts shortages persisted, but this system improved
availability of the CH-53A in HMH—463.” Peard Comments.

**Colonel Joseph L. Sadowski, who commanded HMH—463 early
in 1968, recalled that during Tet there were insufficient aicframes to
send a second CH-53 squadron to Vietnam, “not to mention the train-
ing pipe line for pilots/mechanics and the required flight hours state-
side to accomplish this task.” Col Joseph L. Sadowski, Comments on
draft, dtd 20Nov94 (Vietnam Comment File).
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While the CH-53 recovered some 167 downed
helicopters and one Cessna O-1B light fixed-wing
observation aircraft during the year, the aircraft contin-
ued to have problems. Near the end of 1968, Brigadier
General Homer Dan Hill, the assistant wing comman-
der, provided General Quilter his assessment about the
CH-53 limitations. According to Hill, while the heli-
copter could carry about 9,000 pounds total, even
under normal circumstances it could lift no more than
8,000 pounds externally. This load was further cur-
tailed in the heat and mountains of Vietnam. The Sea
Stallion was not capable of bringing in heavy equip-
ment for the building of firebases or lifting in the large
155mm guns to these sites. In order to carry out these
mssions, the 3d Marine Division relied upon nearby
Army helicopter companies equipped with the CH-54
Tarhe Sky Crane that could carry an external load of
approximately 20,000 pounds. The Army Sky Cranes
recovered 41 of the Marine CH-46s. Hill pointed to
the fact that the Marines very recently lost three
CH-46s that could not be field stripped and “quickly
lifted to safety by the CH-53A.” He recommended
that the Marine Corps try to procure a heavy-lift heli-
copter that could match the Army Sky Crane.23**

While design factors played a role as did a continu-
ing pilot shortage™** in helicopter availability, the one
constant problem was the lack of spare parts, especial-

***General Carey, who in 1968 served on the wing staff, observed
that through July the availability of the CH-53 was so low, “we fre-
quently requested use of the CH-54 flying cranes for aircraft retrieval.
At one time the situation was so bad we even considered requesting
emergency procurement of our own flying crane capability.” Cacey
Comments. Colonel Peard, a former CH-54 squadron commander,
observed that relative to the external and internal lift capabilities of the
CH-53A Sea Stallion, “weight is weight, wherever you put it in or on
the aiccraft.” He stated, however, that the helicopter could cacry an
internal load at a higher airspeed, because of the limitations caused by
“load motion, that is swinging.” Colonel Peard acknowledged that the
Army CH-54 Sky Crane was the “undisputed heavy-lift champion . .
.,” but noted that in contrast to the CH-53, it did not have a trooplift
capability. According to Peard, General Quilter, the wing commander,
“did not like going to the Army to use the Sky Crane . . . [and direct-
ed that} one of the CH-53s in HMH—463 be stripped of all possible
equipment to lighten it as much as possible and thus maximize its lift-
ing capability.” Peard Comments.

*44*8ee Chapter 27 for a detailed discussion of pilot training and
shortages. Relative to the helicopter pilot shortage, in October 1968,
Major General McCutcheon at HQMC witnessed the first six Marine
officers graduate from the Army helicopter school at Hunter Aitfield
near Savannah, Georgia. He believed that with the inauguration of this
training program eaclier in the year that “finally got the pilot problem
whipped into shape so that from here on in we should be making
progress.” McCutcheon ltr to E.E. Anderson, dtd 10 Oct 68, Ler No.
93, File A, 1968 Cor, McCutcheon Papers, MCHC.
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Top photo is from the Abel Collection ana bottoim photo is courtesy of Col Roger W. Peard, USMC (Ret)
Top, @ Marine Sikorsky CH-53 Sea Stallion llﬂI a damdged Marine Sikorsky UH-34D Sea
Horse from the landing strip at An Hoa. Below, a crashed CH—53 Sea Stallion, itself, is lifted by
an Army Tarbe CH-54 Sky Crane back to MAG—1 6 at Marble Mozmtam The Army belicopter
could lift up to 20,000 pounds.
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ly for the CH-53s, but also for the 46s, and to a lesser
extent the UH-1Es. While noting the low 25 percent
availability in April for the Sea Stallion helicopters,
General McCutcheon also pointed to a 33 percent and
50 percent availability respectively for the CH—46s and
Hueys.* Five months later, in August, the 1st MAW
commander, Major General Quilter wrote, “we are in
deep trouble on provisioning for engine and airframe
spares in the helos—CH-46, CH-53, UH-1E.” In
October 1968, a senior naval aviation supply officer in
a speech to his colleagues stated, “if aircraft are going
to fly, we all are going to have to get off our collective
butts and manage repairables. There is only one word
to describe the job we're doing—lousy.” Throughout
1968, the resupply rate for Marine Corps helicopter
parts hovered around 70 percent.4

In an exhaustive examination of Marine helicopter
support, a IIl MAF special board in the spring of 1969
blamed the lack of spare parts on unrealistic standard
monthly hourly flight maximums set in Washington.
It observed that the “CNO monthly hourly flight
maximum is the key against which dollars are made
available to DOD [Department of Defense] to buy
spare parts . . . ." The problem was that these estab-
lished norms had not taken into consideration the
demands upon the limited number of Marine heli-
copter assets in Vietnam and the resulting scarcity. To
meet the actual combat requirements, the Marine
helicopters constantly overflew the set maximums.*
As the board concluded, the Marines had less “total
helicopters available for daily operations and as a result
we fly those in commission far in excess of the hour
rate required for good maintenance, safety of flight,
and dependable availability.”»

The statistics of helicopter sorties flown, passengers
carried, and tonnage lifted during 1968 set a record
pace. From February through July 1968, Marine heli-
copters flew at an ever-increasing rate, running up the
number of sorties, passengers carried, and tonnage lift-
ed. For example in March 1968, the rotary aircraft flew

*According to Lieutenant Colonel Thomas F. Miller, who assumed
command of HML-167 in August 1968, the availability of UH-1Es,
or at least for his squadron had improved in a few months. Miller stat-
ed his squadron “never suffered at a lowly 50 percent to my knowledge.
During Sept-Dec68, with 14 aircraft assigned, average operational
readiness was 84.7 percent . . . .” Miller Comments.

**Lieutenant Colonel Walter H. Shauer, Jr., of HMM—-262, wrote
that his pilots “continuously overflew the CNO programmed monthly
flight hour maximums (both in aircraft and pilot hours.)” He men-
tioned that his personal log book revealed “in a ten month period 914
flight hours, . . . [averaging] 91 hours per month.” Shauer Comments.

THE DEFINING YEAR

more than 44,000 sorties and lifted over 53,000 troops
and nearly 7,000 tons of cargo. This was an increase of
over 10,000 sorties for the previous month, and 3,000
over the monthly average of the previous year. In July,
the total number of sorties reached 71,452, a new
monthly high for the war.

While the Marine helicopter pilots would fly at a
slightly slower tempo after July, they still maintained
a monthly average of about 60,000 sorties, with the
exception of a slight dip in the numbers for Septem-
ber. In December, the Marine helicopters carried out
59,838 sorties, ferried over 113,499 passengers, and
lifted 13,835 tons of cargo. For the year, the totals
were 597,000 sorties, 122,100 tons of cargo, and
935,000 passengers. These figures represented a 31
percent increase 1n sorties, a 39 percent increase in pas-
sengers carried, and a 39 percent increase in tonnage
lifted over 1967.26

Notwithstanding that most of these helicopter mis-
stons were 1n support of Marine forces, a substantial
number, 43,138 sorties for the year amounting to six
percent of the total, were for other forces in Vietnam.
These included 34,094 sorties for the Koreans, 3,840
for the ARVN, 3,508 for U.S. Special Forces, 1,666 for
the U.S. Army, and 30 in support of the Seventh Air
Force. While a lower percentage than the previous year,
these flights in support of both allied and other Ser-
vices still caused a drawdown on the scarce Marine
helicopter resources.??

Another Look at Helicopter Air-Ground Relations

During the spring of 1968, in order to meet the
increasing demands on its resources, especially in the
north, the 1st Wing decided to alter some of its com-
mand arrangements. As early as 6 March, acting on a
suggestion of his staff, General Norman Anderson rec-
ommended the establishment of a provisional MAG at
Quang Tri Airfield with three squadrons to reduce the
span of control for MAG-36. In the meantime,
MAG-36 maintained a forward headquarters and
three squadrons, VMO-6, HMM-163, and
HMM-262 at Quang Tri Airfield under Colonel John
E. Hansen, the group’s deputy commander. Finally
after securing approval from both FMFPac and Head-
quarters, Marine Corps, on 15 April, General Ander-
son ordered the establishment of the new helicopter
aircraft group, appropriately designated Provisional
(Prov) MAG-39. He detached the three squadrons
already at Quang Tri from MAG-36 to form Prov
MAG-39 and made Colonel Hansen the new MAG
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commander.* General Cushman, the III MAF com-
mander, admitted that “splitting the helicopters was
sort of against our philosophy,” but observed that they
needed the helicopters near the 3d Division in the
DMZ sector: “We had to move them up there so they'd
have them.”2s

Despite the establishment of Prov MAG-39, the
new group was unable to meet the demands of the
new 3d Marine Division commander, Major General
Davis, who wanted to undertake more mobile opera-
tions. According to Davis, the way he wanted to use
helicopters “was a whole new learning experience” for
both the wing and the division. Davis declared,
“instead of sitting down and looking around and say-
ing, “Where can we go? Where is it easier to put the

*In May, HMM-161 arrived directly from the United States
equipped with the new redesigned CH-46D models and replaced
HMM-163, a UH-34 squadron at Quang Tri. According to Colonel
Hansen, “this represented a substantial increase in the lift capability of
Prov MAG-39 when you consider that HMM--161 arrived with essen-
tially 100 percent aircraft availability versus . . . older [and less lift
capacity} H-34s with reduced availability.” Col John E. Hansen, Com-
ments on draft, dtd 17Nov94 (Vietcnam Comment File).

Source: FMFPac, MarOpsV, Dec68.

helicopters?” We never said that.” Instead, Davis
insisted, “We said, we're going to put the helicopters
here by making whatever effort is required to prepare
the place for the helicopters.” The idea was to be
“totally flexible and responsive to the ground com-
mander’s needs.” The new division commander con-
tended that the Marine Corps had given some thought
to high-mobility operations, “but we really hadn’t
done it.” He stated that he was not advocating the
Army Air Cavalry solution which had too many heli-
copters and not enough control, but a middle course
in which his regimental and battalion commanders at
least had their own helicopters.?

From the ground commander and especially the
division commander’s viewpoint, the main advantage
of the Army system was that he owned the helicopter
assets. The 1st Air Cavalry brigade and battalion com-
manders not only had their own personal helicopters,
but also could depend on helicopter support almost on
call. According to General Davis, in comparison, the
Marine helicopter “system was so centralized that you
have got to work out in detail the day before exactly
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Photo courtesy of Col John E. Hansen, USMC (Rer)

MajGen Norman J. Anderson, CG, 15t MAW, hands colors of new Provisional MAG=39 to its
commander, Col Jobn E. Hansen. The new MAG was formed at Quang Tri to provide helicopter

support for the 3d MarDiv.

what you want and schedule it.” Davis declared:
“There’s no way a ground commander can work out a
precise plan for the next day’s operations unless the
enemy is going to hold sull . . . 730

As could be expected this atticude caused immedi-
ate problems with both the wing and IIl MAE A then-
junior member of the 3d Marine Division staff, Major
William H. Dabney remembered General Davis
telling III MAF: “Look, if I don’t get this helicopter
support that I'm asking for . . . from you, I'm going to

*Major General Norman Anderson commented: “Twenty-five
years later the crux of this disagreement still is numbers and types of
helos, a fact of life exacerbated then by the proximity of helo-rich
Army units. General Davis could not make a valid case at that time
because a decision to let him have all the helo support he wanted had
to be made at the III MAF level if not higher. At those levels the broad-
er and deeper problems were dominant and they, of course, prevailed
therefore at the Wing.” He observed, “The Marine Corps remains
structured primarily for assault from the sea, which is as it must be.”
Norman Anderson Comments.

get it from the Army. The devil take the hindmost.”
According to Dabney, Davis argued against dividing
the helicopter support evenly between the two divi-
sions. The support should depend on the actual situa-
tion and requirement, not an attempt to distribute che
same number of sorties to each command: “Hey, we
need 22 sorties, CH—46s because I got an enemy that I
can use them against, not because I'm one division and
he’s another.”s!

In personal letters to Washington, the lst MAW
commander, General Anderson, described his percep-
tion of wing-division relations. He declared that he had
“tried at every turn to get the Marine doctrine of air-
ground command structure accepted in III MAE”
Anderson believed that “many of our problems have
resulted from failure to inject sound air thinking into
ground plans in a timely fashion.” The wing comman-
der mentioned, however, that he had opened at the
Quang Tri Airfield what he called the 1st MAW Aux-
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Photo from the Abel Collection
BGen Homer D. Hill, one of the assistant wing comman-
ders, poses at the Khe Sanb airstrip before the evacuation of
the base. The wing opened an auxiliary command post at the
Quang Tri Airfield under Gen Hill to coordinate helicopter
operations with the 3d MarDiv.

iliary CP, under one of his assistant wing commanders,
Brigadier General Homer D. Hill. Anderson directed
Hill, “to interest himself in all aspects (not only helos .
. )" of the wing in northern I Corps.32

While Anderson still complained that “Davis is
totally insatiable,” the establishment of the forward
headquarters improved the relations between the
wing and the division.* Major General Davis later
related thar the assignment of Hill to Quang Tri “pro-
vided this division with . . . an air/ground team capa-
bility . . . .” He stated that Hill's presence made his
mobile concept work, “so long as he was here we were
solving problems.” In October 1968, General Hill
mentioned in a letter to General Anderson that the
division and wing had conducted about 75 “highly

*General Davis commented on the draft that he was, “amused at
my ‘insatiable’ need for choppers . . . when I had more enemy than any-
body else!” Gen Raymond G. Davis, Comments on draft, dtd 4Sep95
(Vietnam Comment File).
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successful helicopter heli-borne assaults in and around
the DMZ” since he had been there. Hill's assistant par-
ticipated in all “3d Division planning and Task Force
operations.” According to Hill, this was helpful to
both the ground and air commanders: “We stay on top
of all operational discrepancy reports—both ways
moving fast to correct what is wrong from either
side—Division or Wing.” General Hill wrote that he
attended all division briefings with General Davis and
went with him “on many of his helo rides to his units
talking to our FACs [forward air controllers} and
ALOs [air liaison officers} as well as the regimental
and battalion commanders.” Hill praised Anderson for
establishing the forward headquarters and that it had
paid dividends in Marine air-ground relations.33

This short honeymoon between the 3d Marine
Division and the wing soon came to an end. In Octo-
ber, the wing decided to close the forward headquarters
and bring General Hill south to be part of a joint 1st
Marine Division and wing task force to conduct Oper-
ation Meade River in the Da Nang area of operations.
General Davis, the 3d Division commander, protested,
but to no avail. According to Davis, when Hill depart-
ed, the sicuarion immediately deteriorated. Davis com-
plained that without Hill, he was left “to deal {with}
agents of the wing and agents of IIl MAF who were not
ina position to make any decision short of going to Da
Nang. This was unworkable.” In an attempt to placate
the 3d Division commander, General Quilter would
honor specific requests to send General Hill “to come
up and stay awhile” until the particular problem was
resolved. Davis stated, however, for the most part, “it
has not been a good arrangement to attempt to con-
duct a air/ground team effort up here with the air part
of the team having no authority.”34**

*#Both Lieurenant Colonel Shauer and Lieutenant General Carey
praised in their comments the efforts of General Hill in improving
relations with the 3d Marine Division. In a letter to Shauer in June
1968, General Hill wrote, “I have noticed a great improvement in
UH-34 ops over the last few days as a result of things you have done.
I believe relationships have improved considerably between support-
ing and supported units. This is good. Keep up the fine work. Let me
know of any problems we can help on.” Shauer Comments and BGen
H.D. Hill ltr to Maj Shauer, dtd 29Jun68, Encl, Shauer Comments.
General Carey declared that while General Hill was with Davis the
relationship with the division “was superior. Simply because he spoke
for the wing and worked so closely with the Division commander.”
According to Carey, Hill “maintained a constant dialogue on both
fixed-wing and helo support for the Division. It was not uncommon
for him to be on the phone at all hours of the day and night working
closely with us on the details of the required support. He certainly
took the pressure off the Wing G-3 section. After he left, work had
to be conducted through an intermediary, which really slowed down
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While there were two assistant wing comman-
ders, the second AWC, Brigadier General Henry F.
Hise, served as the coordinator for air bases
throughourt I Corps and apparently was not avail-
able to take General Hill’s place. From the III MAF
perspective, Brigadier General E. E. Anderson,
General Cushman’s chief of staff, believed Hise’s
function could better have been accomplished by
the 1st MAW chief of staff. General Anderson quot-
ed Hise to the effect “that having a second AWC in
the 1st Wing is like having tits on a bull.”* Ander-
son supported a move to eliminate the position alto-
gether and convinced both General Quilter, the
wing commander, and General Cushman. Accord-
ing to Anderson, Quilter was of the opinion that
unless given command of an air-ground task force,
a second assistant wing commander was superfluous
to his needs. On 19 December, the III MAF com-
mander, General Cushman, officially asked FMFPac
that a replacement for the second AWC not be sent.
General Buse, the FMFPac commander, concurred.
Apparently no thought was given to sending Gen-
eral Hise or his replacement to Quang Tri to replace
General Hill 3

Even if an aviation general officer had been sent
north, there remained some question whether the
deteriorating relations between Marine air and
ground officers would have improved measurably.
As early as August, Major General McCutcheon in
Washington wrote to Major General Quilter about
disquieting reports from returning officers from
Vietnam, varying “in rank from lieutenant colonel
to major general that we do not have the commu-
nication and dialogue in existence between air and
ground units that we should have.” Even Brigadier
General Hill commented that the wing would

the decision process. We also lost the pulse of the dynamic, fast-mov-
ing General Davis.” Carey Comments. In a dissenting opinion,
Colonel Walter Sienko, who assumed command of Prov MAG=39 in
July 1968, commented that “if we had a ful-MAG-39 ac Quang Tri
instead of a Prov MAG with limited resources, we still would not have
satisfied che needs of General Davis.” He believed “the decision of not
inserting a third general officer in the chain of command berween air
and ground ac the MAG level was a correct one.” Col Walter Sienko,
Comments on draft, n.d. [Nov94} (Vietnam Comment File).

*Brigadier General Hise commented that “the West Texas saying,
an area where I originated, is ‘as useless as tits on a boar.” A boar has
up to ten vestigial tits, a bull has only four. However, as with assistant
wing commanders, an increase in their number does not add to their
usefulness.” BGen Henry W. Hise, Comments on draft, dtd 22Dec94
(Vietnam Comment File).
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never “satisfy the [division’s] helo appetites.” He
complained about lacking UH-1Es and being
“plagued by the UH-1E gunships syndrome” as
well as problems in helicopter availability. Accord-
ing to Hill, the only way the wing could meet the
demands of both divisions was by overflying the
maximum standards. As he later remarked: “This
can only do one or two things; it can get you in
trouble real fast, or sooner or later, it can drive you
off the deep end.”3

In October, at the III MAF staff level, Brigadier
General Earl E. Anderson remarked that “Ray Davis
has really been shot in the fanny with the Army heli-
copter system, although I frankly believe that it’s
more the result of the large numbers of helicopters
available to the Army units, together with the fact
that the ground officer has greater control over them
than does the Marine commander.” According to
Anderson, the 3d Marine Division general had pro-
posed to III MAF the establishment of an “air caval-
ry group, similar to the 1st Air Cav.” General Cush-
man had taken the recommendation under
advisement and asked for opinions from his staff and
senior commanders.3?

At about the same time, one of Davis’ regimen-
tal commanders, Colonel Robert H. Barrow of the
9th Marines, forwarded a memorandum through
command channels about modifying procedures on
the use and control of helicopters. He wrote that
while Marine doctrinal publications “do not clearly
express the air ground command relations for heli-
copter operations,” he believed they implied flexi-
bility. He suggested that Prov MAG-39 be placed
in direct support of the 3d Marine Division. Accord-
ing to Barrow, “essentially, the helicopter unit com-
mander advises the helicopter-borne {ground} unit
commander, participates in planning and, within
his capability, provides the helicopter support and
performs the tasks required by the helicopter-borne
unit commander.”38

Colonel Barrow then came to the crux of the
matter. He urged chat the ground commander be
permitted to determine “type and adequacy of
landing zone preparation, switching from primary
to alternate landing zones, and landing in a high
risk situation.” Rejecting this idea, Major General
Quilter, the wing commander, wrote across the
memorandum: “This would overrule air judgment
of pilot. Pilot has no authority to do anything,” At
this point, General Cushman decided against
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implementing either General Davis’ or Colonel
Barrow’s recommendations.39*

The controversy between the air and ground com-
manders surfaced in February 1969 in the Marine
Corps Gazette, the Corps’ professional journal. In a
letter to che editor, Major General Davis publically
vented his frustrations about helicopter usage and
control. He stated that he regularly used Army LOH
and other light helicopters for scouting and recon-
naissance missions. Countering claims by the wing
that the helicopters were vulnerable to enemy heavy
machine gun fire, the division commander argued
that the Army aircraft “have not been hit by ground
fire—although they have discovered a number of
12.7 AA [antiaircraft] machine guns near the LZ—
nor any of our troop helicopters hit by ground fire.”
On the other hand, Davis declared that as many as
nine Marine helicopters at one time sustained dam-
age in a landing zone when not using scout heli-
copters. He contended that “these scouts are as
important to security of helicopter operations as
scouts on the trail are vital to the security of ground
maneuver units. 40

Davis then turned to the matter of command
relations between the helicopter and ground com-
manders. He complained that for the most part,
after the initial planning, the infantry commander
played a secondary role “in most of the Marine heli-
copter assaults in Vietnam.” The company, battal-
ion, or even regimental commander found himself
stranded at the pick-up zone, “while the helicopter
leader with his captive load of troops decides where,
when, and even if the troops will land.” According
to Davis, “this is more the rule rather than the
exception.” General Davis then asserted that if a
greater effort was made to include the infantry
commander in the process, “we would have less
aborts, better preps, and fewer landings made in
the wrong LZ."4

The entire subject came to a head in the spring
of 1969. In April, Lieutenant General Herman

*According to Lieutenant Colonel Louis J. Bacher, from his expe-
rience as commander of the 2d Battalion, 27¢th Marines at Da Nang
until June, 1968, “it was necessary to schedule a helicopter for aerial
reconnaissance of an 80 grid square TAOR days in advance. MedEvac
requests were assigned a priority category and were filled accordingly,
usually hours later. In contrast, Army battalion commanders had light
observation and command helicopters (LOACH) either organic or
readily available. The KMC [Korean Marine Corps} Brigade had at
least three cargo choppers and one Huey assigned daily.” LeCol Louis J.
Bacher, Comments on draft, dtd 7May95 (Vietnam Comment File).
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Nickerson, who succeeded General Cushman as
Commanding General, III MAF, ordered the for-
mation of a board of senior officers, headed by his
deputy, Major General Carl A. Youngdale, “to
examine the use and command and control of
Marine Corps helicopter assets . . . .” After holding
extensive hearings, the Youngdale Board reported
back to Nickerson. While recognizing that the root
of the problem “lay in the shortage of helicopter
assets in terms of numbers, types (particularly
armed helicopters), mix, and lift,” it identified sev-
eral other problems. Chief among them was a lack
of confidence between air and ground officers con-
cerning the other’s ability to carry out his part of
the mission. Other shortcomings included the need
for the development of more detailed planning and
better coordination between the air and ground
components in helicopter operations.4

While making several recommendations, the
board realized that many of these questions required
long-term solutions. This was especially true about
building mutual trust between Marine ground and
air officers. In part, the board concluded that there
was a lack of common professional experience and
socialization between the two groups.** The shortage

**Lieutenant Colonel Thomas F. Miller described two programs
that MAG-16 undertook to promote harmony between the helicopter
and ground community. On large operations, the MAG operations offi-
cer and “the pre-selected helicopter flight leader to the ground com-
mander’s unit for the initial {emphasis in the original} planning ses-
sions. These officers familiarized themselves with the ground unit’s
objectives. At this time they could offer their input to the OpPlan
prior to it being ‘etched in stone.” The officers returned to the ground
unit as alterations or changes occurred.” He believed this resulted in
the following advantages: “1. . . . [The operations officer would} hor-
oughly [emphasis in the original} brief all helicopter flight crews par-
ticipating in the assault. The crews were told exactly what the ground
units were trying to achieve and where they in helicopters fit into the
picture. (2) The selected flight leader knew exactly what the ground
commander’s objectives, time schedules, and general scheme of maneu-
ver were; and planned his flight accordingly. On D—day the air and
ground commanders were on the same page. If a change in landing
zones became necessary, the flight leader made his recommendation
based on the known ground commander’s objectives. This program was
very successful.” In the second program, “on each Friday numerous
company-grade officers were invited and flown ‘out of the bush’ to
Marble Mountain. The officers were guests of the pilots at MAG-16.
They were treated to hot showers, great meals, movies, and/or a social-
izing ‘adult’ beverage at the club. Saturday they could hit the PX; then
toured the helicopter base and participated in a ‘give & take’ briefing
session at the S—3 bunker. These ‘give and take’ sessions eliminated
many of the misconceptions shared by both ground and the air officers
who supported them. They made working together much, much easi-
er.” Miller Comments.
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of pilots had exacerbated these differences. Because of
the pressing need for aviators, especially helicopter
pilots, many went to their duty stations without
actending the Marine Corps Basic School at Quanti-
co, let alone Marine Corps intermediate and senior
schools.” The board recommended increased training
in the coordination of air and ground and requiring
all officers to attend the Amphibious Warfare School
at Quantico.43

While rejecting the Army helicopter control sys-
tem as not applicable to the Marine Corps, the Young-
dale board proposed that the wing reestablish its for-
ward headquarters with the 3d Marine Division. It
also called for a reexamination of Marine Corps heli-
copter tactics with an increased emphasis on heli-
copter gunships. On the other hand, the board also

*See Chapter 27 for discussion of pilot shortages and Marine avia-
tors atcendance ac Marine schools. Lieutenant Colonel Daniel M. Wil-
son, who commanded HMM-361 in Vietnam, related chat prior to
that assignment he had commanded HMM-162 ac New River, North
Carolina where, “we were primarily if not exclusively engaged in crain-
ing Pensacola graduates for Viecnam—a pipeline of about chree
months.” When he took over HMM-361 and commanded “these same
pilots in combat it became aplparent] thac more operational training
was desirable ac least . . . so [far] as Quantico schooling.” He stated,
“there neicher were sufficienc pilots nor cime [for chac addicional train-
ingl.” LcCol Daniel W. Wilson, Comments on draft, ded 2Dec94 (Viet-
nam Comment File),
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exhorted ground officers to practice “economy in the
employment of helicopters,” to be used only “when
essential as opposed [to] when they are nice to have.”#

Even with the implementation of many of the
Youngdale Board recommendations, the question of
control and coordination of helicopters between
Marine air and ground commanders remained toa cer-
tain extent unresolved. The departure of the 3d
Marine Division from Vietnam in the fall of 1969,
however, made the availability of helicopters more
plentiful. This muted the debate over control.

Through the latter part of 1968, however, the dif-
ferences over helicopters dominated the relations
between Marine air and ground officers. Much of the
tension resulted from the simple fact that there was
not enough nor a sufficient variety of helicopters to go
around. The Marine wing was supporting two and a
third divisions and as one senior Marine aviator stat-
ed, “we didn’t have two and a third’s divisions worth
of helicopters.” Part of the problem, however, was
organization. As another Marine aviation general
observed, “we should never [italics in the original] try
to support two divisions with a single Wing com-
mand, no matter how big the Wing is.” The question
of how much control or influence the ground com-
mander should have over helicopter operations, nev-
ertheless, is still a bone of contention between Marine
air and infantry commanders.4



CHAPTER 26

Artillery and Reconnaissance Support in III1 MAF

Marine Artillery Reshuffles—The Guns in the North
Mini-Tet and the Fall of Ngog Tavak and Kham Duc—Operations Dyumfire Il and Thor:
Guns Across the Border—Fire Base Tactics—Marine Reconnaissance Operations

Mavrine Artillery Reshuffles

While not beset by the doctrinal debates and inter-
and intra-Service differences that characterized air sup-
port in 1968, Marine artillery also went through a period
of erial and tribulation. At the beginning of the year, two
Marine reinforced artillery regiments, the 11th and 12th
Marines, supported the 1st and 3d Marine Divisions,
respectively. The 11th Marines provided the artillery sup-
port for the 1st Marine Division at Da Nang while the
12th Marines supported the far-flung 3d Division. The
12th had batteries spread from Dong Ha, near the coast,
westward to Khe Sanh, and south to Phu Bai. In effect,
Marine artillery extended from the DMZ to south of Da
Nang in support of Marine and allied infantry.

Containing about 120 pieces, not as large nor as spread
out as the 12th Marines, Lieutenant Colonel Clayton V.
Hendricks’ 11th Marines, the 1st Marine Division
artillery regiment had an equally daunting task. The 11th
Marines controlled an impressive amount of firepower,
ranging from 175mm guns to 4.2-inch mortars.* Lieu-
tenant Colonel Hendricks had a largely expanded force
including two U.S. Army 175mm gun batteries. While
his 1st Battalion was attached to the 12th Marines,* he

*With the arrival of the 2d Battalion, 13th Marines with the 27ch
Marines at Da Nang in February, the 11th Marines also took opera-
tional control of this battalion. The 2d Battalion included 107mm
howtars, a 4.2-inch mortar tube mounted on the frame of the 75mm
pack howitzer of World War II vintage.

**Colonel Robert C. V. Hughes, who as a lieutenant colonel in 1968
commanded the 1st Battalion, 11th Marines, noted that while the battal-
jon was attached to the 12cth Marines, it remained in direct support of the
1st Marines, a 1st Marine Division infantry regiment, also at the time
undet the operational control of the 3d Marine Division. In January 1968
it was at Quang Tri and then moved with the 1st Marines to Camp Evans,
and then to Phu Bai. See Chapters 5—-6. Hughes wrote, “We were never
in ground contact with our rear echelon/admin support unit during the
entire period.” He declared that “Qur primary source of spare parts was
quite often the damaged and abandoned equipment encountered on our
line of march.” The 1st Battalion during this period consisted of “Hgq
Bury, A and B Batteries, Prov 155mm howfitzer} Bery; and a reduced 4.2
Mortar Bery.” Col Robert C. V. Hughes, Comments on draft, n.d.
[Jan95?1 (Vietnam Comment File), hereafter Hughes Comments.

retained command of his other three battalions and was
reinforced by several general support FMF separate units.
These included the 3d 8-inch Howitzer Battery and the
3d 155mm Gun Bartery. He also had attached to his com-
mand the 1st Armored Amphibian Company with its
LVTH-6s, amphibian tractors equipped with a turret-
mounted 105mm howitzer!

Lieutenant Colonel Hendricks had a two-fold mis-
sion, which included both artillery support of the
Marine infantry operations and the defense of the Da
Nang Vital Area from ground attack as the comman-
der of the Northern Sector Defense Command. While
not facing the array of North Vietnamese artillery that
the 12th Marines did along the DMZ and at Khe Sanh,
the 11th Marines was engaged in a counter-battery
campaign of its own against the very real rocket threat
to the crowded Da Nang Airbase. With the introduc-
tion by the Communist forces of long-range 122mm
and 140mm rockets in 1967 against the Da Nang
base, the Marines countered with what they termed the
“rocket belt,” extending some 8,000 to 12,000 meters,
about the outside range of the enemy missiles.
Employing a centralized control system, the 1lth
Marines erected a series of artillery observation posts
and deployed its artillery so that each part of the rock-
et belt was covered by at least two firing batteries. By
the beginning of 1968, the regiment had reduced the
average response time from the launch of an enemy
rocket to answering fire from the American guns to
about three minutes.2*

##*See Chapter 6 for discussion of the rocket threat ac Da Nang.
Colone! George T. Balzer, who as a lieutenant colonel commanded the
3d Battalion, 11th Marines in early 1968, recalled that he had his com-
mand post on Hill 55, Nui Dat Son, south of Da Nang, together with
his fire direction center, Battery K, 4th Battalion, 11th Marines, and his
4.2-inch Mortar Battery. He observed that the amount of coordination
“necessary to deliver artillery fire into areas where friendly forces [were]
constantly dueling with enemy forces is tremendous.” The Marines at
Da Nang manned a network of observation towers equipped with
azimuth measuring instruments and maintained a list of accurately
identified coordinates throughout the TAOR. With constant alerts and
testing of the system, Balzer claimed that “urmost proficiency was
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Depattment of Defense (USMC) Photo A371188
At night, the 3d 8-inch Howitzer Battery at Da Nang fires one of its self-propelled M55 8-inch
howitzers, which had a maximum range of nearly 17,000 mesers.
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Photo from Abel Collection

Col Edwin S. Schick, the 12th Marines commander, pulls the lanyard of a Battery E, 2d Battalion, 12th
Marines M101A1 105mm howitzer. This is the 200,000th round fired by the battery in Vietnam

By late 1967, the 12th Marines had become the
largest artillery regiment in the history of the Marine

Corps. If one included the artillery at Khe Sanh, the

achieved and maintained.” Once the Marines manning the tower
obtained “an intersection of two, preferably three . . . bearing[s} . . ., the
critical coordination of friendly forces and potential enemy locations
would precede the initiation of counter-rocket fire.” He stated that the
“authority to initiate fire was delegated to battery commanders.” His
“Golf Battery, 3/11 on Hill 10, held the response record of less than fif-
teen seconds . . . .” According to Balzer, the towers identified enemy
rockets about to be launched “just as Golf was prepared to fire [a}
Harassing and Interdiction mission . . . .” After being loaded with “high
explosive projectiles and charge . . . [with] A minor adjustment to
azimuth and quadrant, . . . the six howitzers were ready to fire in a
direct fire mode.” This incident resulted in the capture of the 122mm
rocket launcher. Colonel Balzer observed that “the first rounds in a rock-
et accack are ‘free’ for the enemy. It is only for the subsequent rounds
that counter-battery fire may be effective. Warning messages may be
transmitced to potential target areas by the observers of rocket launch-
es. The observets note the angle of the flame trail and thereby exclude
target areas which are not involved.” He concluded, “coordination of
friendly patrol schedules, definite times for occupation of specific areas,
and continuous monitoring of same are all critical to ensure that
counter-battery fire may be initiated safely. Time lost in determining
which areas are free of friendly forces after a rocket actack has been
launched gives the enemy additional time to complete his mission with
impunity.” Col George T. Balzer, Comments on draft, ded 10Dec94
(Vietnam Comment File).

12¢h Marines had some 180 field pieces of mixed cal-
iber ranging from the 175mm gun to the 4.2-inch
mortar. Colonel Edwin S. Schick, Jr., the regimental
commander, had under his operational control his four
organic battalions, the 1st Battalions of both the llth
and 13th Marines; the 1st 8-inch Howitzer Battery;
the Sth 155mm Gun Battery; two provisional 155mm
howitzer batteries, and the 2d Platoon, 1st Armored
Amphibian Company with its six IVTH-6s. In addi-
tion, he also had subordinate to him the U.S. Army
108th Field Artillery Group and the Marine 1st Field
Artillery Group (st FAG). The Army group func-
tioned as the administrative and tactical headquarters
for the Army 175mm gun and 105mm howitzer bat-
teries attached to the Marine regiment while the st
FAG performed a similar role for the Marine units. All
told, as the year began, the 12¢th Marines controlled
about 35 firing units positioned at 12 different loca-
tions spread from Khe Sanh to Phu Bai >

*Colonel Schick, a veteran of both World War II and Korea,
observed in his comments that his entire career “has been supporting
arms.” He had assumed command of the 12th Marines in May 1967 and
remarked on the wide dispersion of the 12th Marines which until early
1968 had its main headquarters with that of the division at Phu Bai.
According to Schick the infantry often was unaware of the firepower
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Department of Defense (USMC) A190978

A crane replaces a barrel of one of the U.S. Army M107 175mm self-propelled guns stationed at Camp
Carroll. The 175mm gun had a maximum range of more than 32,000 meters.

During January, with the perceived increasing
threat in the north, the Marine artillery, like the
infantry units, participated in Operation Checkers,
the northward deployment of the Marine divisions.
With the establishment of the 1st Marine Division
Task Force X-Ray at Phu Bai and the relinquishment
of units by the 3d Marine Division, there was a cor-
responding shuffling of Marine arcillery between the

available to them. He pushed his own officers to offer support:
“Artillery does not do anything on its own. Ic’s all in support of that
infantry commander.” He did not believe his weapons were employed
to the best of their capabilities, buc the situation improved in cime as
facilicies were made avaitable. He related that he was able to convince
the Seventh Air Force to send Air Force personnel to become part of the
3d Marine Division Fire Support Coordination Center to provide for
betcer coordination and to limit the number of artillery rescrictive fires
when Air Force aircraft were in artillery range. Col Edwin S. Schick, Jr.,
Comments on draft, n.d. [1994] (Vietnam Comment File), hereafter
Schick Comments.

two Marine divisions.* The idea was to concentrate
the 12th Marines in northern Quang Tri and for the
11ch Marines to cover both Quang Nam and Thua
Thien Provinces.

In mid-January, Task Force X-Ray at Phu Bai and
the llth Marines assumed operational control of the 1st
Field Artillery Group, now under Lieutenant Colonel
John E Barr. The 12th Marines also gave up opera-
tional control to Lieutenant Colonel Barr of the 1st
155mm Gun Battery and a provisional 155mm How-
itzer Battery, both at Phu Bai. Lieutenant Colonel
Hendricks also received the return of his 1st Battalion
which remained in support of the 1st Marines at Phu
Bai and deployed his 2d Battalion from An Hoa south
of Da Nang to the Phu Loc sector northwest of the Hai
Van Pass area in southern Thua Thien Province. To

*See Chapter 6 also for the establishment of Task Force X-Ray.
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Department of Defense (USMC) Photo A371665

A Marine M109 self-propelled 155mm howitzer at Phu Bai fires in support of Marine infantry.
The 155mm bowitzer bad a range of slightly more than 15,000 meters.

take up the slack at An Hoa, Hendricks created a Pro-
visional Battery Quebec which included a section of 8-
inch howitzers and a section of 155mm guns to sup-
port the ARVN, Marine units, and Marine
reconnaissance Stingray missions. He also moved five
LVTH-6s from the 1st Armored Amphibian Compa-
ny to Hoi An to cover the operations of the Republic
of Korea Marines operating in that sector.4

With the implementation of Operation Checkers
and the added reinforcement of Army units into I Corps
through January, the 11th Marines controlled at the
height of the Ter Offensive more than 190 artillery
pieces. At Da Nang, the regiment played an important
role in the disrupting of the 24 NVA Division attack
before it ever really started by the placement of accurate
artillery fires upon enemy troops in the open.* Further
north at Phu Bai, the lst FAG supported the 1st
Marines and ARVN in the defense and recapture of Hue
city. According to the regiment’s account, the Marine
artillery during the month-long battle for the city fired
1,821 missions, expended 12,960 rounds, and reported
328 enemy dead.” Even with the expansion of the 11ch
Marines during Tet, the attention of both IIIl MAF and
MACV remained riveted upon the 3d Marine Division
operations along the DMZ and at Khe Sanh.s

*#See Chapter 8 for the attacks of the 24 NVA Division at Da Nang.

**Nearly 800 of the missions and 5,000 of the rounds were fired
during the last few days of the operation. According to the 1lth
Marines in its February report, the artillery in support of the Hue bat-
tle had fired during the month 1,049 missions and 7,357 rounds as
contrasted to the much higher figures contained in the March report
which covered the period 1 February—2 March 1968. Interestingly
enough, the March report on the number of enemy dead was about 200
less than the February report. 11¢th Mar ComdCs, Feb and Mar68.

The Guns in the Novth

For the Marines at Khe Sanh, 21 January liter-
ally opened up with fireworks. While the Marine
defenders repulsed several enemy assaults on hill
outposts, enemy mortar and 122mm rocket bom-
bardment exploded the main ammunition supply
point on the base itself. About three or four rounds
made a direct hit “and the ammunition cooked off
for the next 48 hours.” Despite the destruction of
nearly 11,000 rounds of ordnance, the number of
casualties was surprisingly low, 14 Marines dead
and 43 wounded. Hundreds of “hot duds” fell near
the firing positions of three guns of Battery C, 1st
Battalion, 13th Marines. One of the enemy rounds
knocked out the artillery battalion’s generator for
its field artillery digital automatic computer
(FADAC), but the Marine artillerymen, relying on
manually computed firing data, continued to
return counter-battery fire at suspected NVA fir-
ing positions.6***

While the enemy bombardment resulted in a tem-
porary shortage, resupply flights soon brought the
Marine ammunition stockpile at Khe Sanh up to ade-
quate levels. The American artillery, nevertheless,
worked at some disadvantage. With some of the
enemy’s large guns at Co Roc in Laos, some 15 kilo-
meters to the west, just outside of the maximum
range of the 105mm and 155mm howitzers of the 1st
Battalion, 13th Marines at Khe Sanh and the U.S.
Army 175mm guns at Camp Carroll, the North Viet-
namese 122mm, 130mm, and 152mm howitzers

*#4See Chapter 14 for the events of 21 January at Khe Sanh.
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Department of Defense (USMC) Photo A190292

Marines of Battery W, 1st Battalion, 13th Marines at Khe Sanh are seen preparing 1o load a
M114A 155mm howitzer. The MI114A in contrast to the M109 is towed rather than self-pro-

pelled, but has the same range.

continued to shell the Marine base, unmolested by
artillery counterfire.*

Still the enemy was in no position to make a final
assault on the Marine base. Complemented by a mas-
sive air effort in Operation Niagara™ ranging from
B-52s to helicopters, Marine artillery supplemented
by the Army 175mm guns kept the enemy at bay. In
one of the more climactic moments, American sensors
on 3-5 February indicated the possibility of a North
Vietnamese regiment moving into an attack position.
In coordination with supporting B-52 Arclight
strikes, the American artillery including both the 1st
Bartalion, 13th Marines and four batteries of 175mm
guns blasted the suspected North Vietnamese posi-
tions. While unable to confirm the extent of enemy
casualties, U.S. intelligence officers believed that the
heavy and accurate arcillery fire (almost 2,000 rounds
from the 1st Battalion, 13th Marines alone) prevented
these troops from reinforcing the North Vietnamese
attack on Hill 861A that occurred at the same time.**

While U.S. supporting arms failed to prevent the
overrunning of the Special Forces Camp at Lang Vei

*The 1st Battalion, 13th Marines ac Khe Sanh consisted of three
105mm howitzer batteries, a provisional 155mm howitzer (towed)
battery, and a 4.2-inch mortar bactery. See Chapter 14 about the ques-
tion of the location of the enemy artillery pieces in Laos.

**See Chapter 23 for Operation Niagara.

***See Chapter 14 for the account of the attack on Hill 861A.

south of Khe Sanh a few days later, Marine gunners
still made a valiant effort. In their attempt to keep
back the North Vietnamese attackers, the 105mm
howitzers of the 1st Barttalion, 13th Marines
employed, pethaps for the first time in Vietnam, the
still-secret Controlled Fragmentation Munitions
(CoFraM), otherwise known as “Firecracker Muni-
tions.” A CoFraM shell consisted of a number of small
bomblets, which when ejected, spread over a wide
area, with each bomblet exploding like a small
grenade. It was considerably more lethal against
troops in the open than the standard high explosive
projectile. How effective the new munitions were at
Lang Vei can only be a matter of conjecture.7***

**#*Ljeutenant Colonel John A. Hennelly, who commanded the
1st Battalion, 13th Marines at Khe Sanh, stated that he fired only a few
of the CoFraM rounds. He doubted very much their effectiveness.
LtCol John A. Hennelly, Comments on draft, dtd 30ct94 (Vietnam
Comment File). Colonel Edwin S. Schick, Jr., the 12th Marines com-
mander, also emphasized the judicial use of the new munitions. Schick
Comments. See Chapter 14 for furcher discussion of the use of CoFraM
at Lang Vei. The 11th Marines at Da Nang fired their first CoFraM
mission on 15 March 1968. On that date, the 1st Platoon, 3d 8” How-
itzer Battery fired two rounds in support of a reconnaissance mission.
An observer reported that the “munitions . . . covered an area 200 x
300 meters with excellent target coverage.” According to the report, it
resulted in enemy killed and that the Communist troops “appeared to
be surprised, shocked, and quite confused. Those who were not hit by
fragments remained standing and immobile.” 11th Mar ComdC,
Mar68, pp. 2-3.
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Department of Defense (USMC) Photo A190802

Marines are seen stacking empty 105mm casings at Khe Sanb, indicative of the artillery support pro-
vided for the base. In the background, partially obscured by clonds, is Hill 950.

While Khe Sanh was the center of attention for
MACYV and the press, the war along the DMZ had not
diminished. During January and February 1968, in
addition to Khe Sanh, the 3d Marine Division had
fought a series of heavy engagements ranging from the
sector just north of Camp Carroll to the Cua Viet along
the coast. During these two months, in support of all
units, the 12¢h Marines fired a total of 411,644 rounds,
212,969 in January and 198,675 in February. The
number in January represented a 12 percent increase
over the previous month, and while February’s total

*There are differences between the total rounds reported fired in
the 12th Marines reports and those of the division. While the figures
are higher in the regimental reports, the ratios between the sources
remain roughly the same. The totals listed above are based upon the
reports in the 12th Marines command chronologies as they contain a
breakdown of missions. The 3d Division reports only give totals and
it is assumed that these did not include some of the categories listed
by the regiment. See 12th Mar ComdCs and 3d MarDiv ComdCs,
Dec67-Feb68.

was six percent lower than January, it was still much
higher than the December figure.* It was not until
March that the 3d Marine Division artillery regiment
reported a significant reduction in its fire support. In
some 30,000 missions, only 20 percent of which were
observed,** the 12th Marines expended nearly 190,000
rounds of all calibers as enemy activity exhibited a
“reduction in aggressiveness.” For this three-month
period, the 12th Marines fired about 15 to 17 percent
of its total rounds in support of the 26th Marines at
Khe Sanh with the rest in support of the other regi-

**Ljeutenant Colonel John A. Hennelly, the commander of the 1st
Bactalion, 13th Marines, explained thac at Khe Sanh with both the
infantry and artillery forward observers locked into defensive positions at
both the base and the hill outposts, “there weren't many ‘eyes’ to handle
observed fire missions.” He mentioned, however, that when Marine aer-
ial observers (AOs) were “on station . . . we could get a lot done, counter-
battery and otherwise. Without Marine AOs we were in a hurt locker.”
According to Hennelly, the Air Force AOs were less effective: “They kept
insisting that they were flying at tree top level—but I never saw any
10,000-foot trees over there.” Hennelly Comments.
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ments of the 3d Marine Division and in counter-bat-
tery fire along the eastern DMZ 3

By this period there had been a change in com-
mand relacions in the norch. MACV (Fwd) in early
March became Provisional Corps Vietnam (Prov
Corps) under Lieutenant General William B. Rosson
and in a reversal of roles became a subordinate com-
mand of III MAE* Under III MAF, Prov Corps was
now responsible for the two northern provinces of I
Corps and took under its operational control the two
Army divisions there, the 1st Air Cavalry and che
101st Airborne, as well as the 3d Marine Division.
With the concurrence of MACV and III MAF, Gen-
eral Rosson changed che designation for the Khe
Sanh campaign from Operation Scotland to Opera-
tion Pegasus. In Pegasus, Rosson placed under the
st Air Cavalry Division the 1st Marines, cthe 11ch
Engineers, and a Seabee battalion.*** This new opet-
ation resulted in the ending of the siege of Khe Sanh.
On 8 April, Army cavalrymen linked up with ele-
ments of the 26ch Marines and one week later Pega-
sus came to an end. The 1st Cavalry then deployed
into the A Shau Valley in Operation Delaware, but
left one brigade in the Khe Sanh sector under the
operational control of cthe 3d Marine Division in
Operation Scotland I1.***

The change in command relations also affected the
command struccure of the artillery units in the north.

*FMFPac reported chat Marine and Army artillery under che oper-
ational control of che 12ch Marines fired slighcly over 102,000 rounds
of mixed caliber in support of Operation Scotland at Khe Sanh from 1
November 1967 until its termination on 30 March 1968. Most of che
artillery support for Scottand was provided in the period January
through March, chus che racional for cthe percentage given in the text.
FMFPac, MarOpsV, Mar68, p. 3.

**See Chapter 13 for che discussion of command relacions in che
norch.

**#*Colonel Robert C. V. Hughes, who commanded the 1sc Baccai-
ion, 1 1ch Marines in 1968, related chac his batealion continued to sup-
port the st Marines throughout this period. He recalled thac his bat-
talion received a field artillery digital aucomacic compucer (FADAC)
just prior to the Hue City baccle. This permicted his Fire Direction
Center to control the “fires of the varied caliber batteries” assigned to
him ranging from 4.2-inch mortars to 155mm howitzers (towed).
According to Hughes, his bactalion kept the FADAC “in continuous
operation through all subsequent operations including Pegasus.”
When the 1st Marines relieved the 26th Marines at Khe Sanh, 1/11
relieved 1/13. Hughes wrote that “all of 1/11’s rolling stock was curned
over to 1/13 to permic cheir depacture from Khe Sanh. All of 1/13's
inoperative equipment had been pushed to che far side of the air strip
along che cliff face. We were able to place all buc one of the pieces back
in service.” Hughes Comments.

*#**See Chapters 13, 14, and 16 for Operations Pegasus, Delaware
and Scotland II.
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Provisional Corps took over direct control of the U.S.
Army 108¢h Field Artillery Group and the Marine 1st
8-inch Howitzer Battery and 5th 155mm Gun Bat-
tery, which all had been subordinate to the 12th
Marines. These units were responsible for “general sup-
port” and “reinforcing” fires of the 12ch Marines,
which remained under the 3d Marine Division 9****

The increasing deployment of both Marine and
Army units to northern I Corps had already resulted
in a much more complex coordination control of sup-
porting arms. As early as the lacter part of 1967, the
3d Marine Division had taken steps to automare fur-
ther its fire support control systems. By March of
1968, the division had created in ics fire support
coordination center (FSCC), its staff agency for che
coordination of all supporting arms, a fire support
information center (FSIC). Using sophisticated com-
puter techniques, the idea was to provide more real-
istic firing data chat could be used in counter-battery
fire and to refine che tatget list based upon previous
fire missions and sightings. Limited computer mem-
ory and the use of a punch card stored data base, nev-
ercheless, rescricted “real time’ information retrieval
in the FSIC.71orxess

General Cushman recalled several years later that
the fire coordination and artillery support in the north
during 1967 and early 1968 was nor all that he wished
that it was. While not mentioning any specific inci-
dents such as the unusuval number of “friendly fire”

*#***Colonel James Leon, an experienced ordnance and artillery
officer who served on the III MAF staff, believed that there needed to be
a further transformation of artillery command relations ac che 111 MAF
level. He stated chere was in his opinion, “a serious deficiency in che
management of Marine artillery ac the 111 MAF level. The 3d MarDiv
artillery operated under cthe opcon of Prov Corps at Phu Bai. 1st Mar Div
artillery had opcon in its area.” On che III MAF seaff, however, chere was
only an assistant artillery operacions officer “who was saddled wich addi-
tional duties chat allowed him liccle cime co perform his primary ducy.”
According to Leon, “There was a need for a Field Artillery Group head-
quarters ac cthe III MAF headquarters level. The allocation of resources
between the division and che performance of support services suffered as
a consequence of this deficiency.” Leon wrote chat as che 111 MAF ord-
nance officer, he “worked closely with che arcillery assistant ops officer
and in effect from time to time functioned beyond my regular duties. In
effece I acted as 111 MAF artillery officer.” Col James Leon, Comments on
deaft, n.d. {1993} (Vietnam Commenc File).

*#kk**Colonel Edwin S. Schick, Jr., the commander of che 12ch
Marines ac the time, observed chac the personnel for che FSIC came
from che 1sc Field Artillery Group ac Phu Bai. Schick Comments. For
initial developments and problems with che FSIC including ics rela-
tionship with the FSCC and its computer limitations, see LeCol C. V.
Hutcheson memo to Col Schick, ded 4Feb68, Subj: The FSIC . . . Cur-
rent Status, and 12ch Marines, draft SOP for che 3d Div Fire Support
Information Center, Jan68, Encls, Schick Comments.
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incidents that occurred in the 3d Division during Jan-
uary 1968,* he related “a lot of Marines either weren't
getting educated or had completely forgotten how . . .
to set up a fire support coordination center and get it
operating properly.” He stated he “particularly noticed
this up at Dong Ha. I noticed it, Westmoreland
noticed it, gave me hell about Marines not knowing
their business.”t**

General Cushman was not alone in his criticism.
Brigadier General Louis Metzger, the 3d Marine Divi-
sion assistant division commander in January 1968,
later faulted U.S. artillery doctrine which called for fir-
ing arcillery “at selected unobserved targets at certain
intervals with the hope of catching the enemy at the
point of impact or denying him movement.” Accord-
ing to Metzger, this “was not very effective . . .” and
resulted only in the “expenditure of large amounts of
ammunition.” While admitting that “massive fires
may be useful in certain combat situations,” they were
“of uncertain value in many others.”12**

Still,by the end of March, the 12th Marines and
the 3d Marine Division had taken several steps to
improve artillery suppore. While acknowledging less
enemy activity during the month, the author of the
division’s command chronology attributed a decrease
of artillery ammunition expenditure more to “selec-
tive targeting and increased command emphasis on
the judicious use of ammunition.” In April, the divi-
sion reported that it continued to place emphasis
upon “the selection of the number of rounds and type
fuze appropriate to the target under attack.” More-
over, it claimed that the FSIC continued to “improve
the accuracy and timeliness in reporting fire support
information.” During May, the 12¢h Marines drafred
a new SOP (Standing Operational Procedure) for the
3d Division Fire Support Coordination Center that
incorporated the changes in the combat situation
and the establishment of the FSIC. By this time, the
FSIC had largely expanded both the size and relia-
bility of its data base.!3

*See Chapter 3.

**Colonel Schick, the 12th Marines commander, observed that
while there were occasional problems with the artillery, General Cush-
man never indicated to him thac the job was not being done and that
he remained in his command slot for a full tour. Schick Comments.

**%Colonel Peter J. Mulroney, who assumed command of the 12th
Marines in July 1968, observed there are times when it is necessary to
employ unobserved fires: “Harassing and Interdiction fires are an
essential ingredient of a coordinated fire plan. While they don't have
to be massive they [need to} be rhorough.” Col Peter J. Mulroney,
Comments on draft, dtd 10Nov94 (Vietnam Comment Files).

The month of May was a critical one for the 3d
Division and its artillery. It marked the beginning of
mobile operations in both western and eastern Quang
Tri Province. In Operation Scotland II, the 3d Division
Task Force Hotel would be moving into operational
areas beyond the range of the guns at Khe Sanh and Ca
Lu. The only solution was to build fire support bases
for the artillery. In eastern Quang Tri, the month wit-
nessed the successful repulse of a multi-battalion
North Vietnamese force in the vicinity of Dong Ha,
the main Marine base in the north. While the initial
attack and fighting ended on 2 May in the Dai Do vil-
lage sector, the North Vietnamese attempted a new
offensive later in the month. Employing helicopter-
borne cordon tactics, supplemented by artillery as well
as close air support, Marine and attached Army
infantry units drove the North Vietnamese troops back
into the DMZ with heavy losses. In support of the May
operations, the 12th Marines fired 330,000 rounds of
mixed caliber, more than any previous month includ-
ing the two months of Tet, January and February. In
fact, the May total was only about 80,000 rounds short
of the total of those two months. 14+

Mini-Tet and the Fall of Ngog Tavak
and Kham Duc

The enemy thrust in the north in May was part of
a second phase “Tet” offensive, labeled as “Mini-Tet”
by the American command. For the most part, this
second offensive was hardly a replica of the first as far
as the extent and breath of the enemy actions. Except
for the fighting in the north, a new assault on Saigon,
and renewed pressure in the Central Highlands and
along the Laotian border in southwestern I Corps, the
enemy limited itself to attacks by fire and minor
ground assaults. In the large Da Nang TAOR, the 1st
Marine Division launched Allen Brook***** as a spoil-
ing operation to prevent any consolidation of enemy
forces in that sector. Still May was the bloodiest
month of 1968 and for those Marine units involved in
the heavier May engagements, they equalled any of
the fighting up to that date. In the one major rever-
sal for the allied forces during the enemy onslaught,
the fall of the U.S. Special Forces camps at Ngog
Tavak and Kham Duc, an artillery detachment from
the 11th Marines, Bactery D, 2d Battalion, 13th
Marines, played a heroic role.

****See Chapters 15 and 16 for the battle for Dong Ha and oper-
ations in Operation Scotland II.
****%Gee Chapter 17 for Operation Allen Brook.
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From February through March, the 11th Marines
with its 190 guns surpassed the size of the 12th
Marines. Reinforced not only by the 1st Field Artillery
Group and Army artillery in the Phu Bai sector, the
regiment also obtained operational control of the 2d
Battalion, 13th Marines. The latter battalion arrived
with the 27th Marines as part of the February rein-
forcements approved by President Johnson.15*

As the enemy Tet attacks gradually subsided, the
U.S. forces prepared to take the offensive. Towards the
end of March, the 11th Marines lost operational con-
trol of several of the Army artillery units and the 1st
Bartalion, 11th Marines to the 1st Air Cavalry Divi-
sion in preparation for that division’s Pegasus opera-
tions. At the same time, the artillery regiment at Da
Nang in its own way took more aggressive actions. It
continued to support the reconnaissance Stingray
patrols and began to employ “Firecracker Munitions”.
On 7 April, for example, the 1st Platoon, 3d 8-inch
Howitzer Battery fired three CoFraM rounds on about
80 VC in the open and killed over 50 of them accord-
ing to the reconnaissance Marines who called in the
mission. In another “Firecracker” mission, three weeks
later, the 4th Bartalion, 11th Marines claimed to have
killed more than 60 enemy troops attempting to cross
a river. Of the total 1,100 reported enemy dead in the
1st Marine Division area of operations for the month of
April, the 11cth Marines maintained that nearly half
were the result of its artillery fire.1s

By the end of the month, the 1st Marine Division
supported by the 11th Marines prepared for extensive
offensive operations which would require more forward
firing positions. The division planned to conduct two
multi-battalion spoiling operations in May. In Opera-
tion Allen Brook, the 27th Marines planned to pene-
trate the Go Noi Island sector, while the 7th Marines
and later the 26th Marines were to conduct Operation
Mameluke Thrust in the Vu Gia River Valley near the
U.S. Special Forces camp at Thuong Duc, about 25
miles southwest of Da Nang.**

At the same time, American intelligence reported
that North Vietnamese troops posed a threat to two
other Special Forces camps Ngog Tavak and Kham
Duc, about another 35 miles southwest of Thuong
Duc. Situated near Laos in Quang Tin Province, the
two outposts provided the allies the ability to monitor
the North Vietnamese infiltration through the Ho Chi

*See Chapters 13 and 27 for che arrival of che 27ch Marines.
**See Chaprer 17 as well for discussion of Operation Mameluke
Thrust.
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Minh Trail network across the border into South Viet-
nam. With the fall of Lang Vei near Khe Sanh earlier
in the year, they remained the only Special Forces
camps in I Corps near the trail.

With the increased likelihood that the North Viet-
namese might attack, General Cushman, the III MAF
commander and the senior I Corps advisor, decided to
reinforce the bases. Army engineers had already started
in early April to upgrade the runway at Kham Duc and
to construct a radio navigation facility there. On 16
April, the 11th Marines alerted the 2d Battalion, 13th
Marines to be prepared to send a 105mm howitzer
detachment of two guns from Da Nang to Kham Duc.
Thirteen days later, a fixed-wing transport ferried a pla-
toon-sized detachment from Battery D of the battalion
consisting of one officer and 43 enlisted men with two
105mm howitzers to the Kham Duc airfield. On 4
May, a Marine helicopter lifted the detachment togeth-
er with its guns and equipment from Kham Duc to the
satellite camp at Ngog Tavak, a distance of some five
miles to the south. Sited on Hill 738 and within 10
miles of the Laotian border, the Marine artillerymen
were in position to distupt the movement of North
Vietnamese troops along the nearby trails and avenues
of approach.1?

Besides the Marines, Ngog Tavak, with its defenses
dating back from the days of the French war against
the Viet Minh, was home to a 113-man CIDG Mobile
Strike Force Company. Serving with the Vietnamese
irregulars were eight U.S. Army Special Forces advisors
and three members of an Australian Army training
teamn. For a brief period, even with the arrival of the
Marines, the North Vietnamese left the camp relative-
ly unmolested. This all changed in the early morning
hours of 10 May. At 0240, the Marine detachment
reported that Ngog Tavak was under attack from four
directions. By 0330, under cover of B—40 rockets,
grenades, mortars, and small arms, Norcth Vietnamese
regulars had breached the wire of the outside defenses.
According to reports, some of the CIDG troops man-
ning the outposts turned their weapons upon their
compatriots and Americans in the compound. The
Marine artillery gunners lowered their howitzers and
fired directly into the onrushing North Vietnamese.
Other members of the detachment grabbed whatever
weapons were available and continued to fend off the
attackers as best they could.'s

One Marine, Corporal Henry M. Schunck, rushed
from the protective cover of his position near the com-
mand bunker to a more exposed, abandoned 4.2-inch
mortar emplacement in the center of the compound.
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Although wounded, Schunck single-handedly
attempted to man the weapon. Unable to do so, he
moved to the assistance of a more seriously wounded
Marine who had tried to join him. Dragging the
injured man to cover, he and another Marine moved to
an 81mm mortar, which they continued to fire at the
advancing enemy troops until running out of ammu-
nition. Schunck was later awarded the Navy Cross.!

Another Navy Cross recipient from the same action
at Ngog Tavak was Marine Lance Corporal Richard E
Conklin. Once the enemy attack began, Conklin
grabbed a machine gun and opened up on approaching
NVA troops. Frustrated in their attempts to reach the
compound, the North Vietnamese returned concen-
trated automatic weapons fire and tried to knock out
the Marine machine gun position with grenades. Con-
klin threw back several of the grenades and continued
to fire his weapon until he collapsed from his wounds.20

Despite such heroics, the defense of Ngog Tavak
was a hopeless cause. Both Marine First Lieutenant
Robert L. Adams, the commander of the Marine
detachment, and Army Captain Christopher J. Silva,
the Special Forces commander, had sustained severe
wounds. About 0800, under cover of the Marine how-
itzers and automatic weapons, Marine and Army heli-
copters took out the most severely wounded. Among
them were Lieutenant Adams, Corporal Schunck,
Lance Corporal Conklin, and 15 other Marines from
the artillery detachment. An attempt to bring in rein-
forcements proved futile and resulted in the loss of two
of the helicopters. Out of 105mm ammunition, the
Marine gunners “spiked” the guns with thermite
grenades to render them inoperative.* Led by the senior
Australian advisor, the remaining defenders of Ngog
Tavak, including 13 Marines of the detachment, aban-
doned the camp to the enemy. After a trek through the
jungle for six miles, American helicopters evacuated
the survivors to Kham Duc. Of the 43 Marines and 1
Navy corpsman who made up the artillery detach-
ment, 13 were dead and 20 were wounded. Only 11
men escaped relatively unscathed. In January 1969, the
Secretary of the Navy awarded the detachment of Bat-
tery D, 2d Battalion, 13th Marines the Meritorious
Unit Commendation for its part in the defense of
Ngog Tavak.2!

*An American air strike at noon on the then-abandoned camp
insured that the guns were indeed destroyed. The 11th Marines oper-
ations journal on 10 May contained the notation: “D/2/13 dropped two
105mm howlitzers} as result of combat loss at Ngok Tavak.” -3 Jnl
entry, ded 10May68, Anx C, 11th Mar ComdC, May68. See also S—4
Jnl entry, ded 10May68, Encl 1, 2/13 ComdC, May68.

The survivors of Ngog Tavak were not to find
Kham Duc a safe haven. After overrunning the former,
on the afternoon of 10 May, the North Vietnamese
turned their attention to the latter camp. At first, after
consultation with Generals Westmoreland and
Abrams, General Cushman had decided to reinforce
the camp and counter the North Vietnamese offensive
there. Air Force fixed-wing transports and Marine and
Army helicopters brought in the Americal Division’s
2d Battalion, 1st Infantry from Chu Lai reinforced by
an additional infantry company and supported by some
Army artillery. By 11 May, Kham Duc had about a
1,500-man force, including both the U.S. Army and
Vietnamese CIDG units in the camp itself and in the
surrounding hill outposts. That night, however, the 24
NVA Division began to pick off these outposts.22

With concern about the obvious enemy strength
and not wanting to deplete the limited allied forces at
Da Nang, General Cushman began to have second
thoughts about engaging the North Vietnamese so far
out of range of any concentrated artillery. After listen-
ing to General Cushman brief the situation, General
Abrams also had little desire for a protracted battle and
agreed to a withdrawal. General Westmoreland
approved the decision. Under an umbrella of American
air support, Air Force transports and Marine and Army
helicopters lifted out the last of the defenders on 12
May, abandoning Kham Duc to the Communists. The
following day, some 60 B-52s participated in an
Arclight strike, dropping some 12,000 tons upon the
former allied camp. General Abrams termed the aban-
donment of Ngog Tavak and Kham Duc “a minor dis-
aster.” According to a former III MAF staff officer,
CIDG camps existed only for the purposes of inter-
cepting and detecting infiltration and when enemy
“organized forces move against them—you're going to
lose it.” Brigadier General Jacob E. Glick, who was the
III MAF operations officer at the time, later recalled
“that the reporters and the press gave us a bad time
about this and called it a ‘defeat.” According to Glick,
however, “We considered that we were making the
best decision in a tough situation and were saving peo-
ple and conserving resources.” The forward deploy-
ment of the two Marine 105mm howitzers proved to
have little deterrence upon the North Vietnamese.?

Operations Drumfire 11 and Thor—
Guns Across the Bovder

Despite the loss of the two CIDG camps, the enemy
offensive by the end of May had more or less faltered.
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In northern I Corps, the allies prepared to take the
fight to the enemy in some of his former sanctuaries
with massive new concentrations of supporting arms
including both air and artillery. While American
artillery had employed counter-battery campaigns
across the DMZ from time to time, the NVA gun and
rocket emplacements in Laos at Co Roc and other posi-
tions west of the Khe Sanh base, had remained rela-
tively free from retaliation by the American guns.*

In mid-May, in support of Task Force Hotel's
expanding operations in western Quang Tri, Provi-
sional Corps Vietnam authorized the 12th Marines to
conduct what amounted to an artillery raid, code-
named Drumfire II, against NVA logistic centers, gun
emplacements, and suspected troop rendezvous sites.
From 29 through 30 May, the 12th Marines moved a
total of seven large artillery pieces, four 175mm guns
and three 8-inch howitzers, from Thon Son Lam, C-2,
and Ca Lu to new firing positions inside or just outside
the Khe Sanh fire base. Arriving first, the 8-inch how-
itzers opened up shortly after midnight on 30 May at
the enemy guns at Co Roc across the border in Laos.24

From 30 May through 1 June in Drumfire II, the
American artillery fired a total of 158 missions (59 8-
inch and 99 175mm) amounting to 1,825 rounds
(1002 8-inch and 823 175mm) at enemy targets in the
Laotian-South Vietnamese border region with mixed
results. Bad weather during this period hampered the
aerial observation over the region. Of the number of
missions, only seven of the 175mm and five of the 8-
inch missions were observed. Of the 175mm missions,
air observers reported a total of three bunkers and two
structures destroyed, one secondary fire, four road
craters, and “excellent target coverage” on an enemy
storage area. The results of the observed 8-inch fires
were not spectacular either, with the possible exception
of the bombardment of a North Vietnamese bunker
complex west of Khe Sanh just inside the South Viet-

*Colonel Robert C. V. Hughes, whose 1st Bactalion, 11ch Marines
had relieved the 2d battalion, 13ch Marines at Khe Sanh during Pega-
sus, recalled chac 105 and 155mm howitzers’ range limicacions “did
not permic us to effectively atcack the NVA gun positions on Co Roc.”
Hughes stated, however, that the Marines improvised a counter-batcery
technique by employing the platoon of M—48 tanks ac Khe Sanh.
According to Hughes, the tank’s “90mm guns had a greacer range than
the howitzer {and} we could compute firing daca for them in an indi-
rect fire, artillery role. We pushed up inclined ramps with dozers to
give the tank guns increased elevation and thus range.” According to
Hughes, although chis recurn fire was “not particularly accurace, due
in parc to discance of observers from the target, we were able to cause
the enemy guns to discontinue firing on several occasions.” Hughes
Comments.
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nam border that destroyed two of the bunkers with
“outstanding coverage."25**

Lieutenant Colonel Wilson A. Kluckman, who had
just assumed command of the 12th Marines on 22 May
and had moved a forward control headquarters to Khe
Sanh for Drumfire II, recommended more such opera-
tions, but admitted to several shortcomings in the past
instance. For one thing, he observed that proximity to
nearby infantry security units determined the artillery
firing locations rather than the best judgement of the
artillery commander. Kluckman further suggested that
weather forecasts “be a primary determining factor
when selection of artillery raid time frames are estab-
lished.” He further complained that “observation
potential was far from realized.” Kluckman maintained
that “despite detailed briefings and prior coordination,
unfamiliarity with the terrain, poor weather, and lack
of aggressiveness combined to significantly reduce the
desired destruction.” Other problems included a failure
to pre-position all of the 8-inch ammunition prior to
D-Day which resulted in traffic congestion and in a
delay of the battery to occupy its position. Kluckman
also wanted a simpler convoy system that would have
permitted the guns to move from their former posi-
tions to Khe Sanh in “a single artillery convoy with its
own security elements.” He argued that the 3d Divi-
sion system called for an exchange of infantry security
at LZ Stud which resulted in a “five-hour delay for the
transfer of responsibility.” Moreover one of the 8-inch
howitzers became stuck on a bridge and had to return
to its former position at Ca Lu. Despite the difficulties,
Lieutenant Colonel Kluckman praised the overall fire
support coordination and observed that the enemy
failed to bring any effective counter-fire on the Marine
big guns. He concluded that Drumfire II “verified the

**While Operation Drumfire II may have had only limited suc-
cess, it did provide a moral boost to the Marines at Khe Sanh. Colonel
Hughes observed that the 8-inch howitzers were placed inside the Khe
Sanh base “along the airstrip with the primary direction of fire direct-
ly across the flight line. BGen Carl Hoffman [Commanding General,
Task Force Hotell . . . had a lasting impression of the first 8-inch mis-
sion (midnight 30 May), as it was fired directly over his bunker.”
Hughes Comments. General Hoffman, himself, remembered thac he
thought “Drumfire I was terrific! After being blasted daily by NVA
long-range artillery positioned ac Co Roc, we thoroughly enjoyed
watching our own long-range artillery, most of which had slipped up
to Khe Sanh under cover of darkness, hitting pre-selected targecs on Co
Roc. My own morale soared as did that of the entire Task Force Hocel.”
MajGen Carl W. Hoffman, Comments on draft, ded 15Dec94 (Viet-
nam Comment File), hereafter Hoffman Comments. For furcher dis-
cussion of Drumfire II see Chapter 16 and for discussion of the enemy
emplacements in Laos and the question of Co Roc, see Chapter 14.
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feasibility and desirability of the employment of heavy
artillery units in forward firing positions for limited
periods of time."26

About a month later, the 3d Marine Division
artillery participated in a combined arms “raid” to
silence the enemy guns across the eastern DMZ, espe-
cially in the Cap Mui Lay sector. Enemy gun emplace-
ments in and north of the DMZ posed a credible
artillery threat to American and South Vietnamese
bases and positions in northeastern Quang Tri
Province. Although employing brief sporadic volleys
rather than a continuous bombardment, the North
Vietnamese guns occasionally could disrupt U.S. oper-
ations and logistic activities. At 1615 on 20 June, for
example, North Vietnamese gunners hit Dong Ha
with six 152mm rounds which resulted in the destruc-
tion of the ammunition supply point there. Secondary
explosions and fires continued throughout that night
and the next day. In all, the enemy artillery caused the
loss of 10,500 tons of Marine ammunition, about 20
days worth of supply.2*

For more than a year, III MAF had undertaken sev-
eral efforts to counter the enemy use of its relative sanc-
tuary area in and north of the DMZ. Operations High-
rise, Headshed, and Neutralize all involved variations
of the same theme: air and artillery attacks on enemy
firing positions in and north of the DMZ. These oper-
ations were frustrated by the enemy’s formidable array
of antiaircraft weapons north of the DMZ, which pre-
cluded both effective bombing and the air observation
necessary for adjusting artillery fire and assessing its
effects. In each of these operations, even concentrated
efforts failed to produce any noticeable effect on the
Communist gunners.

On 20 June, by coincidence, the same date of the
enemy artillery attack on Dong Ha, General West-
moreland approved an earlier III MAF proposal for
another major combined arms interdiction campaign
against the DMZ sanctuary area. Codenamed Opera-
tion Thor after the Norse god of thunder, the plan
called for a week-long supporting arms effort involving
units of III MAF, Seventh Fleet, and Seventh Air Force
in a joint attack on North Vietnamese artillery, air
defense, and coastal batteries located in the Cap Mui
Lay sector. This sector included the area extending
north of the southern boundary of the DMZ about 15
kilometers to Cap Mui Lay and inland about 25 kilo-
meters. The objectives were twofold: to destroy NVA

*See Chapter 3 for discussion of the enemy gun positions in Cap
Mui Lay.

antiaircraft and field and coastal artillery, and to facili-
tate further surveillance and continued attacks on tar-
gets in and north of the DMZ. The III MAF comman-
der, Lieutenant General Cushman, hoped that success
in this operation would preempt any NVA prepara-
tions for an autumn offensive, while at the same time
ending the threat to forward III MAF bases and lines of
communication.?

The concept of operations included four phases. In
Phase [, the first two days, B-52s and atcack aircraft
would conduct heavy airstrikes to cover artillery units
displacing forward to positions near the DMZ. Phases
IT and III, together lasting five days, were to include
integrated attacks by air, artillery, and naval gunfire,
first on targets in the coastal area, then expanding to
the entire Cap Mui Lay sector. The events scheduled for
Phase IV emphasized accomplishment of Operation
Thor’s second objective: the continued attack of targets
in and north of the DMZ. In this last phase, most
artillery units would withdraw to participate in other
operations while observers would maintain surveillance
of the area, directing the attack of reemerging targets.
Phase IV, planned as an open-ended evolution, would
continue indefinitely.

The staggering firepower available for Operation
Thor was commensurate with the magnitude of the
task ar hand. Thirteen batteries of artillery would par-
ticipate, including the three 155mm batteries of Major
Billy E Stewart’s 4th Battalion, 12th Marines, rein-
forced by Battery K, 4th Battalion, 13th Marines and
the 1st 8-inch Battery. While these units temporarily
came under the operational control of the U.S. Army’s
108th Field Artillery Group for Operation Thor, all
other 3dMarine Division artillery units stood ready to
participate in the operation, if necessary.** The Seventh
Fleet provided two cruisers and six destroyers, as well
as 596 sorties of tactical air. The MACV planners allo-
cated 861 Air Force sorties, including 210 B-52
strikes. The 1st Marine Aircraft Wing scheduled 540
sorties, including 65 photo reconnaissance and elec-
tronic warfare missions to be flown by Lieutenant
Colonel Eric B. Parker’s Marine Composite Reconnais-
sance Squadron (VMC]) 1, which would provide sur-
veillance of the DMZ throughout the operation. All III
MAF units participating in the operation were under
the control of Brigadier General Lawrence H.
Caruthers, Jr., USA, who commanded Provisional

#*#%On 26 June, Prov Corps transferred counter-battery responsibil-
ity from the 12th Marines to the 108th Field Artillery Group. (12th
Mar ComdC, Jun68, p. 1-II1-7.)
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Corps, Vietnam Artillery from his headquarters at
Dong Ha.»

Provisional Corps, Vietnam published its order for
Operation Thor on 24 June 1968, barely one week
before D-Day. In order for the attack to proceed as
planned, much remained to be done. While commu-
nications personnel from all participating organiza-
tions began establishing a network for command and
control of the operation, engineers and surveyors
began repair and construction efforts which would
allow artillery units to displace forward to new firing
positions along the Dyemarker line. Marine logistic
units also had to stockpile at forward ammunition
supply points the large quantities of artillery and air-
delivered ordnance required for the operation. Com-
plicating this task was cthe 20 June 1968 explosion of
the Dong Ha ammunition supply point which closed
the Dong Ha Logistic Support Area for six days. In the
interim, the Quang Tri ammunition supply point
provided ordnance for Operation Thor. The Provision-
al Corps commander, Army Lieutenant General
Richard G. Stilwell, later stated that “the execution of
Thor so shortly after the huge loss of ammunition
seemed out of place with known facts . . . . “ and there-
fore created an element of surprise.3t*

On D-3, VM(J-1, along with units of the Seventh
Air Force, began photo reconnaissance missions of the
Cap Mui Lay sector. Based on the intelligence these
missions produced, the staff of Provisional Corps, Viet-
nam prepared a target list and completed the plan.
Operating from their bases at Da Nang and Chu Lai,
on 1 July, the fixed-wing squadrons of the 1st Marine
Aircraft Wing launched into clear skies for their first
strikes of Operation Thor. Using intelligence assem-
bled over the previous three days, Marine F-4s, A—4s,

*Colonel William H. Dabney, who as a major served on the 3d
Marine Division staff, recalled some of the excraordinary effores taken to
restock che arcillery ammunition. He recalled that the road from Quang
Tri to Dong Ha was nort cleared of mines and that it required Marine
engineers to sweep the road before it could be reopened. Each morning
two Marine engineer minesweepers departed, one from Quang Tri and
the ocher from Dong Ha, and when “they mec in the middle about noon
the road was open and the convoys could begin.” According to Dabney,
this meant chac six hours of daylight was lost before Marine crucks
could move the ammunition. At chac poine, drivers from the 3d Mocor
Transport Baccalion “velunteered {emphasis in che originall co drive che
road each morning ac firse light wearing 23 flak jackets and with the
truck cab carpeced wich sandbags, and if they made it, chen the road was
open. If not, push cheir blown-up cruck off che road and roll another
through cill ic hic someching.” From chat point, Dabney claimed chat as
a resulc “the road was usually open by 0800, which almost doubled che
time ammo could be hauled.” Col Wiltiam H. Dabney, Comments on
draft, n.d. (Viecnam Comment File).
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and A-Gs rolled in on suspected and confirmed NVA
positions in the Cap Mui Lay sector. At the same time,
Air Force and Navy attack aircraft and Scrategic Air
Command B-52s pounded other targets while Seventh
Fleet naval gunfire ships closed range along the North
Vietnamese coast to engage Communist shore batcer-
tes. Apparently caught off guard by the large-scale
attack, the enemy reacted sluggishly U.S. aircraft
encountered little opposition and the ships sailed to
within 10 kilometers of the shoreline without being
engaged by the normally active NVA coastal artillery.32

Meanwhile, the artillery units which were to play
their part in the following phases of the operation
moved swiftly into position. Five Marine self-propelled
batteries, located in positions along Route 9 between
Camp Carroll and Dong Ha, rapidly displaced closer to
the DMZ. Some batteries moved north as far as 12
kilometers, greatly increasing cheir ability to reach tar-
gets in the Operation Thor area. The 30 howitzers pro-
vided by the 3d Marine Division represented about
half of the total III MAF artillery effort committed to
Operation Thor. An additional 31 heavy caliber
weapons, including 20 long-range 175mm guns, came
from U.S. Army units.33

Following the carefully planned phasing of the
operation, air attacks dominated the first two days,
although artillery units conducted a few fire missions.
During this phase, 1st Marine Aircraft Wing crews
flew 194 sorties in support of Operation Thor, con-
tributing significantly to the total Phase I ordnance
delivery of over 4,000 tons.»

On 3 July, with the number of attack sorties slight-
ly reduced and the B-52 sorties cut to one-half of the
Phase I level, IIl MAF artillery and Seventh Fleet naval
gunfire ships joined the attack in earnest. Remarkably,
the ships closed to within five kilometers of the North
Vietnamese shore without a hint of NVA fire. Over
12,000 rounds of various calibers struck Communist
positions in a single day.

In an effort to exploit the effects of the powerful
combined arms attack, psychological operations per-
sonnel conducted an aerial drop of 28,000 leaflets over
the Cap Mui Lay sector. The leaflets, intended to take
advantage of the anticipated lowered morale of NVA
troops subjected to continuous heavy bombardment in
what had been considered a “safe” area, advised that
“desertion, defection, dereliction offer the only alterna-
tive to certain death.”3s

The success of Operation Thor hinged on fire sup-
port coordination and target intelligence. The major
challenge in fire support coordination was to engage
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each target with the proper mix of accurately delivered
ordnance, while maximizing the potential of the units
and weapons systems available. Also, since this was a
joint operation on a grand scale, scores of aviation,
artillery, and naval surface units representing four dif-
ferent Services, had to deliver their firepower into the
same areas at the same time without interfering with
one another.

Although no accidents or serious incidents
occurred, the operation was not without problems in
fire support coordination. For example, the manual
target list maintained by Provisional Corps, Vietnam
and the automated list maintained by Seventh Air
Force were not compatible, so, fire support coordina-
tors found it necessary to use both lists. This proved
difficult and time consuming. Also, the requirement
for a three-day lead time for Arclight strikes was a
burden which diminished the effectiveness of the
powerful B-52s by preventing their use against tar-
gets of opportunity.

Target intelligence presented two problems: target
identification and damage assessment. Target identifi-
cation came initially from photo imagery interpreta-
tion and was supplemented, after the start of the oper-
ation, by pilot debriefings and air observer reports.
Accurate battle damage assessments were a critical part
of the targeting process. Without them, planners could
not determine whether the attacks achieved the desired
effects, and hence, could not know whether a target
should be engaged further or struck from the target list
as destroyed. Post-mission pilot debriefings and
observer reports provided the initial battle damage
assessment. The photo reconnaissance missions flown
by VMCJ-1 and Seventh Air Force units provided
additional information.* Covering the entire Cap Mui
Lay sector each day, these sorties provided target intel-
ligence personnel information which, in some cases, led
to the engagement of new relatively stationary targets
less than eight hours after the mission 3

On the ground, other target intelligence agencies
were at work. Artillery forward observers, operating

*Colonel Eric B. Parker, who commanded VMCJ~1 in 1968 ac this
time, recalled Thor later as an operation that “started and ended with
a mosaic of the DMZ area covering several miles north of the DMZ.
Firse for Targer 1D, che last for BDA [bomb damage assessment].” He
remembeted his “continuing fruscration with never being told what
our effores produced or, in other words, did our flights contribute in
any way to the prosecution of the war effort. We got routine ‘attaboys’
which everyone got, but never heard to my recollection of any specific
target being identified and subsequently destroyed.” Col Eric B. Park-
er, Comments on draft, dtd 13Dec94 (Vietcnam Comment File),

from positions along the DMZ, identified and
engaged some targets visually, providing their own
damage assessments. Another target acquisition sys-
tem used during Operation Thor was the three-sta-
tion sound-ranging base** installed in the northeast-
ern portion of I Corps Tactical Zone. Modern
technology also assisted the III MAF targeting
effort. A system called “Firewatch,” installed at Con
Thien and manned by artillerymen of the 12th
Marines, combined night observation devices, a
laser range finder, and an acoustical system to deter-
mine accurate range and direction. During Opera-
tion Thor, “Firewatch” detected 41 enemy targets.
The 12th Marines also used five counter-mortar
radar units, capable of detecting projectiles in flight
and computing their point of origin. In addition,
Battery F, 26th Field Artillery, a U. S. Army target
acquisition unit, manned another six counter-mor-
tar radars.>”

Despite this all-out surveillance effort, only about
one-third of the artillery, naval gunfire, and air mis-
sions reported to the 3d Marine Division Fire Support
Information Center during the month of July 1968,
which included the period of Operation Thor, involved
human observation and first-hand reports. Only one-
fifch of these observed missions reported any damage to
the targets.

Still, those participating in Operation Thor real-
ized that the weight of firepower was having immedi-
ate effects. By 5 July, antiaircraft fire over the Cap Mui
Lay sector was so light that O-1 aircraft carrying

**Sound-ranging bases employ a series of microphones spread over
a known distance and wired o a central station. Each microphone,in
turn, picks up the sound of an enemy gun firing and signals the cen-
tral stacion. The sequence in which the microphones are activated and
the time between activations are used to compuce the direction to the
enemy gun. A network of sound-ranging bases can provide incersect-
ing directions to determine an enemy gun’s location. Compared wich
some other systems that were available in III MAF at che time, the
sound-ranging bases were crude, but when used as one part of a large,
redundant target acquisition network encompassing a variety of sys-
tems, they could conceivably provide the final bit of information need-
ed to locate a Communist firing unic. Lieutenant General Louis Met-
zger, who as a brigadier general served as 3d Marine Division assistant
division commander in 1967 and early 1968, noted that the sound-
ranging system “was brought to Vietnam in 1967 in an attcempt to
locate the enemy artillery firing from north of the Ben Hai River into
our bases. It was basically a World War II system chat was intended to
be used in a broadly held front. It was unsuited for a bactle in which
only certain strong points were held, which did not allow for its posi-
tioning along a line so that the enemy firing position could be trian-
gled.” LeGen Louis Metzger, Commencs on draft, ded 170¢t94 (Viet-
nam Comment File),
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Marine and U. S. Army air observers ventured north
of the DMZ—an area previously accessible to them
only at grave risk—to assist in adjusting fire and pro-
viding battle damage assessments. The damage to the
NVA defenses was so great that even the vulnerable
O-1s operated over the area for the rest of Operation
Thor without sustaining any casualties, or indeed,
receiving any hits.

The air observers reported that the Cap Mui Lay
sector was a fortified area. Most villages consisted of
a group of dug-in huts, with only their roofs above
ground, connected by a series of trenches. Although
rice was visible in the open in many villages, there
was no evidence of farming activity, indicating that
the enemy shipped in rice from other areas. Few per-
sonnel sightings occurred, but light antiaircraft fire
came from several of the fortified villages. Fire mis-
sions directed against these villages often caused
secondary explosions, indicating the storage of
ammunicion or fuel. There was every sign that the
Cap Mui Lay sector was a military garrison area and
thac its villages were actually supply dumps or troop
staging points.

During the final days of Operation Thor, III MAF
artillery continued to pump an average of about 4,000
rounds per day into the target area, while naval gunfire
added another 3,300 rounds per day. Air strikes totaled
a furcther 2,400 tons of bombs, with 1st Marine Air-
craft Wing crews flying 256 attack sorties. On the
afternoon of 7 July, VMCJ-1 flew the final photo
reconnaissance mission of Operation Thor. The next
morning, artillery units began withdrawing from the
forward positions, while air and naval units resumed
normal operations.

Operation Thor expended enormous quantities of
ordnance. Attack aircraft delivered 3,207 tons of
bombs, while B—52s dropped an additional 5,156
tons. III MAF artillery units fired 23,187 rounds of
155mm, 175mm, and 8-inch ammunition. Ships of
the Seventh Fleet accounted for 19,022 rounds of 5-
inch, 6-inch, and 8-inch naval gunfire. The human
cost of this massive application of firepower was low.
On the ground, one soldier was slightly wounded by
NVA countetfire, while Marine, Navy, and Air Force
aviation units flew more than 2,000 sorties with the
loss of three aircraft destroyed and one crewman
killed in action. Marine aviation units and artillery
units sustained no losses.

In assessing the damage to the North Vietnamese
in their former sanctuary area, the after-action report
filed by XXIV Corps stated that “severe damage was
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inflicted upon the enemy.” The report cited as evi-
dence “the minimal and ineffective hostile fire from
the Cap Mui Lay Sector in the thirty days subsequent
to THOR and the continued ability of our observa-
tion aircraft to operate over that area.”?

Damage assessments included the destruction of
789 antiaircraft positions containing 63 weapons; 179
artillery positions containing 19 guns; 143 bunkers; 9
surface-to-air missile sites; and numerous trucks, sam-
pans, structures, storage areas, and other miscella-
neous targets. Pilots and observers noted 624 sec-
ondary explosions and fires. Unconfirmed reports of
North Vietnamese killed totaled 125, but without the
opportunity to send ground troops to investigate the
area, the actual figure could not be determined.
MACYV noted:

Finally, there may well have been one contribution
that could not then or perhaps at any later time be mea-
sured with assurance: If the enemy had intended using
the CMLS {Cap Mui Lay Sector]} as a staging point for
staging a major infiltration program into the South,
that possibility had been preempted. And preemption
has always been one purpose of interdiction.4?

Following the completion of Operation Thor,
Lieutenant General Richard E. Stulwell, command-
ing the newly redesignated XXIV Corps, pressed for
continued overflight of the Cap Mui Lay sector by air
observers and forward air controllers to sustain the
success of the operation by daily engagement of
recovering NVA targets, but this was not done. On
1 November 1968, all questions of how best to
exploit the gains of Operation Thor became academ-
ic when, by order of President Johnson, all offensive
operations against North Vietnam and the DMZ,
including air strikes, artillery missions, and naval
gunfire missions, were discontinued, except as neces-
sary to retaliate to Communist attacks. Thus, the
sanctuary was restored.4!

Five Base Tactics

By July 1968 with the imminent abandonment of
the Khe Sanh base, the 3d Marine Division had insti-
tuted a mobile concept of operations patterned to a
large extent upon the 1st Air Cavalry. While not
completely abandoning the Dyemarker strong points,
Major General Raymond G. Davis, who assumed
command of the 3d Marine Division in May, had each
of them manned with as small a force as possible, usu-
ally not above company strength. Starting with the
Task Force Hotel operations in western Quang Tri,
the 3d Division began a series of wide-flung heli-
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borne operations throughout the width and breath of
the division area.*

A central component of the new tactical mode was
the artillery fire base.” Where the infantry went, the
artillery followed, thus always keeping the maneuver
elements within a protective fire fan. Typically blast-
ed out of jungle-covered hill tops, the new artillery
fire bases were mutually supporting as well as pro-
viding supporting fires to the infantry units. By the
end of the year, the 12th Marines artillery, with 13
fewer firing units, was operating out of 12 more “fire-
bases” than in January. Of the 21 artillery sites, 7 con-
tained 10 of the 22 firing units, and were accessible
only by helicopter.42***

*See Chapters 16, 18, 20 and 22 for a description of the 3d Marine
Division mobile operations during the latter part of 1968.

**Colonel Edwin S. Schick, Jr., the former 12th Marines comman-
der, remembered that sometime in May before he relinquished com-
mand of the regiment, he made a reconnaissance and plans for an
artillery fire base. He briefed Major General Rathvon McC. Tompkins,
then commanding the 3d Marine Division, who approved the concept
as long as General Davis concurred. Schick Comments.

***The establishment of these fire bases was a learning process
for both the infantry and artillery units involved. Captain Matthew
G. McTiernan, commander of Company I, 3d Battalion, 3d Marines,
related some of the difficulties he encountered in late July 1968
when his company helped in the preparation of a landing zone for one
of the bases. He recounted that the artillerymen were used to “large,
well defended positions, [and} had some difficulty understanding
why their infantry brothers were so exercised by their behavior. Their
artillery SOP for establishing firing positions seemed, to the average
Marine infantryman, to border on lunacy. It seemed the arrillery
lacked a certain appreciation for the fact that we were the middle of
Indian country, on the outer edge of the Camp Carroll fire fan, with
no nearby friendly units to call for assistance. The din was unnerving,
shouts, loud banging, screaming, and other seemingly amplified
noise carrying over the surrounding jungle in all directions. First the
Company Gunnery Sergeant made contact with his counterpart, this
effort lasting less than thirty minutes. Next the Company XO [exec-
utive officer} contacted his counterpart, again no relief from the din.
Night was fast approaching, and India Company was convinced Ho
himself knew of our location and strength. Finally, I called on the
Battery Commander. This had the most promising, if not lasting
effect. Not that the battery lacked discipline. Far from it, this was a
proud, highly motivated unit. They simply did not appreciate the
situation as we did. Night was almost upon us and it seemed evident
that any NVA in the area probably knew we were up to something.
It is my contention that if in fact there were NVA units in our area
they were as astonished as we were about the unusual activity and
probably thought it some kind of trick on our part. In any case, 1
instructed one of our LP’s [listening post] to toss a couple of
grenades. This action had an equally astonishing effect. It was as if
someone had turned off a loud radio. Complete, and from our point
of view, blessed silence. Silence which descended over the position as
did the night.” Capt Matthew G. McTiernan, Comments on draft,
n.d. [Dec94}] (Vietnam Comment File).

The dispersion of Lieutenant Colonel Joseph
Scoppa, Jr.s 2d Battalion, 12th Marines in Decem-
ber was typical of the deployment of the 3d Divi-
sion’s artillery. In support of the 9th Marines Opera-
tion Dawson River in and west of the Ba Long
Valley, Scoppa established his battalion command
post on Fire Base Dick, about 5,000 meters south of
Ba Long. Collocated with the 9th Marines command
post, the artillery battalion kept in addition to its
headquarters at Dick, one of its 105mm howitzer
batteries, Battery E. At Firebase Barnett, about
5,000 meters southeast of Dick was another 105mm
battery, Battery E Then to the southwest and about
8,000 meters south of Dick, was Firebase Shiloh
with two artillery batteries, Battery D, a 105mm
howitzer battery, and the 1st Provisional 155mm
Howitzer Battery equipped with three 155mm
towed howitzers.™** Scoppa’s 4.2-inch mortar or
Whiskey Battery was with the 1st Battalion, 9th
Marines at the forward edge of the Battery D
artillery fan. This in effect permitted the infantry
battalion “to maneuver slightly further than the
eight clicks {8,000 meters] that would normally
govern the outer limits of its movement.”#

In the selection of the fire bases, Lieutenant
Colonel Scoppa explained that the site must be
within a specified range from other artillery posi-
tions for mutual support and consistent with “the
scheme of maneuver of the infantry unic . . . .” In
addition, the battalion commander stated that there
were three other prerequisites: “the piece of ground
must be of adequate size” to accommodate a battery
of artillery; “it must be defensible by a platoon [of
infantry}” or at most a reinforced platoon; and final-
ly “capable of construction within 24 to 36 hours.”
He observed that the Marines were now capable of
placing a 105mm battery in an “area as narrow as
15-20 meters wide and 75 meters long.” Other fire
bases such as Shiloh were large enough to hold both
a 105mm battery and three additional 155mm
towed howitzers.4

The artillery battalion commander provided the
following description of Fire Base Dick. He stated
that the Marines in November carved the base out in
24 hours on the “very crest of a 618-meter-high

*#**Major General Hoffman observed that in Task Force Hotel
and 3d Marine Division offensive operations, “We favored the towed
155's over the self-propelled 155’s because the former were helo-trans-
portable and therefore could be employed in places and circumstances
where the self-propelled models could not.” Hoffman Comments.
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hill.” In building the base, Marine engineers blew off
the top of the ridgeline and used bulldozers to dig
the gun pits. The 105mm artillery battery chere had
a battery front of 75 meters. There were sheer drops
to the rear and front, as well as to the left flank of the
howitzers. For resupply, Dick depended entirely
upon helicopters. The base was large enough to
accommodate 2,000 rounds of 105mm ammunition.
According to Scoppa, the Marines carefully moni-
tored “the levels of units {of fire] on a fire base so that
you can provide uninterrupted support to the
infantry as required.”®

This dependence upon air delivery of supplies
required close coordination becween the artillery and
helicopters. First of all in establishing che landing
zone on the fire base, the Marines attempted to place
it on a piece of terrain “which is at perpendicular to
the prevailing winds so that the helicopter can come
in one smooth motion, drop his load, and proceed.”

Above, Fire Support Base Dick near the Ba Long Valley is where Battery E, 2d Battalion, 12th
Marines established a 105mm howitzer firing site. Below, a ground view of the Fire Support Base
includes firing stakes and hootches made of empty ammunition boxes. An artillery tube can be faint-
Ly seen at the upper right of the fire base.
The top photo is from the 12th Mar ComdC, Dec68, and bottom is Department of Defense (USMC) Photo A801291
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Another factor involved the use of check fires when
the helicopters arrived for resupply. Usually the bat-
talion checked its fire “in order to give the helicopter
the priority that it requires to drop its load and pro-
ceed.” On the other hand, when the artillery was
“shooting on an active mission” in support of engaged
infantry “the fires have priority and the helicopter
must wait or return to base to resupply us at a later
time.” There were complications also when the heli-
copters were resupplying ground troops or carrying
out medical evacuations. Since the fire bases were
usually on the high ground, the artillerymen fired
their guns exclusively at a high angle, thereby the
artillery trajectory did “not interfere continuously
with che helicopter traffic” and permitted the clear-
ance of “helicopter lanes beneath or below the max
ordinates of the battery.”4

The helicopters were important also in bringing
the artillery units into position. Marine CH—46s and
CH-53As could easily bring the 105mm howitzers
into the rapidly expanding fire bases. Furthermore,
Army Sky Crane CH-54s could lift into position the

A Marine Sikorsky CH—=53 Sea Stallion belicopter carry-
ing a M101A1 105mm howitzer as an external load is
about 1o place the artillery piece at a five support base south-
west of An Hoa during Operation Taylor Common.

Photo is courtesy of Col Joseph L. Sadowski USMC (Ret)

towed 155mm howitzers. As Lieutenant Colonel
Scoppa related, the Marines needed to provide only
about 48 hours advance notice to obtain the Army
“bird” which could transport the towed 155mm
howitzers from fire base to fire base 47

In December 1968, the 2d Barttalion, 12th
Marines had three provisional 155mm batteries
equipped with the towed howitzers attached to its
command. While the 1st Provisional Battery was at
Shiloh, the other two batteries were at Fire Base
Cates and at Ca Lu. From these latter two bases, the
155mm howitzers provided protective fires for the
northern and western edges of the 9th Marines area
of operations.

According to Lieutenant Colonel Scoppa, the new
mobility of the artillery had transformed the war in
the north. He observed that his units on the fire
bases took relatively lictle incoming and attributed
this “to the fact that we do move into them quickly,
we occupy them for a relatively short period of time,

. . and then move elsewhere.” Scoppa believed the
enemy did not know how to cope with this rapid
deployment: “We are now able to get into areas
where he did not expect us to be able to come into, .

. in a matter of days span 16 clicks, sometimes 24
in three moves. Charlie {the Communist forces} can-
not move out quite that fast. We get in with him
where he is.”#

Further south in the 1st Marine Division sector at
the end of the year, the 11th Marines also began to
experiment with the fire base concept. Since April,
the Marine artillery had moved into forward artillery
positions in support of the large operations such as
Mameluke Thrust, Allen Brook, and Maui Peak. Yet
for the most part, the 11th Marines did not have the
assets and command arrangements to use the fire
base concept on a large scale. With the departure of
the Sth Marines from the Phu Loc sector and finally
with the transfer of the 1st Field Artillery Group
from Phu Bai to Da Nang, the 1st Marine Division
was prepared to launch Operation Taylor Common
in Base Area 112. Under 1st Marine Division Task
Force Yankee in Taylor Common, Lieutenant Colonel
Raymond B. Ingrando’s 1st Field Artillery Group
directed an artillery force of two direct support
artillery battalions and elements of other units,
including 8-inch howitzers, 155mm guns, and
175mm guns. The idea was to build a series of fire
support bases between the Arizona territory and the
Laotian border to interdict any Communist forces in
the enemy base area. The operation continued into
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1969. The fire support base became an integral part
of Marine Corps artillery employment and deploy-
ment for the remainder of the war.50*

Marine Reconnaissance Operations

The more mobile Marine operations would also
have an impact on the employment of Marine recon-
naissance units. In 1968, the Marine reconnaissance
units consisted of the 1st and 3d Reconnaissance Bat-
talions and the 1st and 3d Force Reconnaissance Com-
panies. The two reconnaissance battalions remained
under the control of their respective parent divisions,
the 1st with the 1st Marine Division and the 3d with
the 3d Division. Each of the Force Reconnaissance
companies were attached to one of the battalions, the
1st to the 1st Reconnaissance Battalion and the 3d to
the 3d Battalion.

Since mid-1966, the two divisions employed their
reconnaissance battalions in much the same way, basi-
cally as an extension of their supporting arms in
“Stingray” patrols, thus bringing Marine firepower to
bear deep in enemy territory. In Stingray operations,
a small reconnaissance unit (usually a squad, although
platoon-sized operations were not uncommon) moved
to an objective area by helicopter and occupied a posi-
tion on commanding terrain from which it could
observe enemy activity. From their observation posts,
the Marines watched for Viet Cong and North Viet-
namese moving through the area. By maintaining a
radio link to their headquarters, the Marines were
able to engage lucrative targets with artillery fire and

* See Chapter 21 for Operation Taylor Common.

**See Chapter 8. Lieutenant Colonel Broman C. Stinemetz, who
commanded the 1st Reconnaissance Battalion during this period, pro-
vided the following description of the experience of one patrol in a har-
bor site on the nose of Charlie Ridge west of Da Nang that overlooked
a well-known trail on 30 January: “Suddenly a major force of NVA reg-
ulars, heavily armed, came marching singte file down the trail heading
in an easterly direction towards the Da Nang area. At the lst Recon
Battalion’s opcenter [operations center] came the whispered voice over
the tacnet {tactical nec} of the patrol’s radio operator relaying his lead-
ers observation. ‘Ask them how far they are away,” the battalion’s oper-
ations officer said. There was an agonizing wait as the operator relayed
the request to his leader and waited for a response. Then in a barely
audible whisper came: ‘the six {patrol commander] says they are with-
in farting distance.” The patrol teader stuck with his position for a good
thirty minutes and then cailed artillery serikes on points further down
the trail. The darkness and the dense vegetation prohibited any dam-
age assessment, but in debriefings patrol members reported lots of
screaming from the impact area.” Colonel Stinemetz attributed the
success of Stingray in the 1st Division sector for the growth of the 1st
Reconnaissance Battalion in 1967. By the latter part of the year, the
four reconnaissance companies of the battalion were joined by an
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air strikes without revealing their position. This tech-
nique greatly extended the effectiveness of U.S. fire-
power by hitting the enemy in his own backyard. For
example, the 1st Division credited its Stingray
patrols in the Da Nang sector for distupting the
enemy main forces as they moved into attack posi-
tions just prior to Tet.5!**

Although the Stingray concept called for the
patrols to remain clandestine, they went to the field
prepared for the worst. A squad, accompanied by a
corpsman and occasionally by an artillery forward
observer, would take a considerable amount of equip-
ment for the defense of their position.* In addition
to the squad’s own rifles, the standard equipment
included M60 machine guns (occasionally, Marines
even took M2 .50-caliber heavy machine guns and
60mm mortars), grenade launchers, Claymore mines,
sniper rifles, as well as binoculars, spotting scopes,
night vision devices, and, of course, radios. Such
heavy firepower was virtually a necessity because the
observation posts used by the patrols were, for the
most part, somewhat developed as defensive positions
with concertina wire, lightly constructed bunkers,
and fighting holes. There were only so many pieces of
commanding terrain and the patrols returned to these
again and again.

Most patrols remained in position about four to
six days, although some teams were out for as long as
10 or 11 days. On the other hand, helicopters might
extract them much sooner than planned if the enemy
detected the patrol. One team which paid the price

enlarged Company E which had an additional fourth platoon. With
the introduction of the 26th Marines into country in 1967, Compa-
ny B, 5th Reconnaissance Battalion, was attached to the battalion.
Together with the 1st Force Reconnaissance Company, which had
been under battalion control for some time, there were a total of
seven reconnaissance companies, more than doubling the 1st Marine
Division's capability to field patrols. According to Stinemetz, “at this
stage the Recon Battalion was the largest battalion in the division. It
had more rolling stock than a motor transport battalion and more
communications equipment than the Communications Battalion.”
Col Broman C. Stinemetz, Comments on draft, dtd 2Nov94 (Viet-
nam Comment File), hereafter Stinemetz Comments. Lieutenant
Colonel Donald R. Berg, who commanded the 3d Reconnaissance
Battalion from July until December 1968, observed that the Stingray
patrols usually varied from 8-12 men. He noted that “patrols pre-
ferred going short rather than have a new man added to the patrol.”
In addition to the corpsman and depending up the situation, a
doghandler and dog may be attached,as well as other specially skilled
personnel such as a demolitions expert. According to Lieutenant
Colonel Berg, one dog had two confirmed “KIAs” from Stingray
actions. LtCol Donald R. Berg, Comments on draft, dtd 9Dec94
(Vietnam Comment File).
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Photo from the Abet Collection

His face covered with camouflage paint, Marine PFC Robert L. Scheidel looks out upon a landing
zone for his Stingray team from inside a Boeing Vertol CH—46 Sea Knight helicopter. Note the smoke

canisters strapped to his chest.

for detection by the enemy was known as
“Cayenne”.* On 30 May, Team “Cayenne” occupied a
position on a narrow finger near the Song Thu Bon
less than one kilometer north of the border between
Quang Nam and Quang Tin provinces. The jungle
surrounding the position had been burned away,
revealing a gentle slope upwards to the north with
steep drops to the south, east, and west. Five days
and four nights passed without a single sighting of
the enemy. At 2245, on 3 June, the Communists
struck suddenly. A series of explosions rocked the
observation post and, almost instantly, 40 Viet Cong
overran the Marines’ position. The lst Reconnais-
sance Battalion lost contact with the team immedi-

*The teams were distinguished from each other by their radio call
signs, e.g. “Cayenne,” “Elf Skin,” “Auditor,” and “Hanover Sue” to
name but a few.

ately following the initial report and called for help
in the form of a Douglas AC-47 “Spooky” .52

“Spooky 11" arrived on station over Cayenne’s posi-
tion at 2340. At 2351, the patrol leader reestablished
radio communications with the battalion headquarters
and requested an emergency extraction for himself and
his wounded corpsman. He reported that the other 13
Marines of Cayenne were either dead or missing. The
1st Reconnaissance Battalion called for the extraction
as another AC—47 and a flareship responded to the call
for help and arrived to support Cayenne.

Just over 50 minutes after the request, two Boeing
Vertol CH-46 Sea Knight helicopters arrived, sup-

**The “Spooky,” sometimes referred to as “Puff, the Magic Dragon,”
was an attack version of the venerable Douglas C—47 Skytrain cargo air-
craft. Armed with Vulcan miniguns, “Spooky” was capable of placing
18,000 rounds of 7.62mm machine gun fire on a target in one minute.
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ported by a pair of Bell UH-1E “Huey” gunships.
With the flareship lighting the battlefield and the
Hueys and AC—47s suppressing the enemy fire, the Sea
Knights moved in to pick up the patrol leader and his
corpsman, completing the extraction ac 0209. Only a
quarter of an hour later, Team Cayenne, thought to be
destroyed by the enemy, suddenly came up on the
radio. There were still six Marines alive, but wounded,
on the hill. In the darkness and confusion of the sud-
den attack, the patrol leader had believed them lost.
The rescue effort went back into motion, with two
helicopter gunships arriving on station at 0254, close-
ly followed by another pair of Sea Knights. By 0334,
the six wounded men were on board the helicopters
and on their way to Da Nang. One of these Marines
later died of his wounds.

AC—47s remained on station over the abandoned
position for the rest of the night, shooting at fleeting
targets. As each gunship ran out of ammunition,
another replaced it. At 0642, four CH—46s inserted a
reaction force into the ruined position to search for
additional survivors and to collect the remains of
those who had died. The reaction force found seven
dead Marines and one dead Viet Cong in and around
the position.

Fortunately, the experience of Team Cayenne was
the exception to the rule. Most Stingray patrols occu-
pied their positions, remained there for several days,
and departed again without serious incident, some-
times without even sighting the enemy. There was
even occasion for the grim humor that is prevalent in
combat. First Lieutenant Philip D. Downey, leader of
Team “Night Scholar” during an insert atop Loi Giang
Mountain, three kilometers southwest of An Hoa,
turned in chis report of a sighting on 10 June:

20 VC with 10 bathing beauties. 10 women were
bathing with 6 guards. Black PJs, khakis and towels;
packs, rifles, and soap. Called Flire] M{ission], resulting
in 3 VC KIA conflirmed} and 5 VC KIA prob[able].
Unable to observe women after this due to bushes, but
patrol felt the water frolics were over.’4

Stingray patrols were capable of inflicting enemy
casualties far out of proportion to their own size. Team
“Elf Skin,” occupied a position on a narrow ridge over-
looking the Arizona Territory and the Song Vu Gia
from 10 June to 16 June* In this Communist-infested
area, it recorded 25 separate enemy sightings which

*The “Arizona Territory” was the name commonly used by the
Marines to describe the area northwest of An Hoa bounded by the Song
Thu Bon, the Song Vu Gia, and the mountains south of Thuong Duc.
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totalled 341 Viet Cong. From its concealed position,
the team fired 24 artillery missions, for a reported tally
of over 40 enemy dead >

Two weeks later, a team known as “Parallel Bars,”
took up a position at the peak of the dominant Hon
Coc Mountain, six kilometers south of Go Noi Island.
Just after noon on 25 June, it saw about 100 VC mov-
ing west along a narrow finger outside the hamlet of
An Tam (1), just southwest of Go Noi Island. An
artillery fire mission using “Firecracker” ammunition
accounted for more than 30 reported enemy dead. A
litcle over three hours later, another group of about 80
Communists moved west along the same finger, in the
same direction. This group, too, appeared to be leaving
Go Noit Island. The Marine patrol leader contacted an
observation aircraft on station over the area and
arranged for an airstrike, this time killing about anoth-
er 30 of the enemy. At 1855 the same day, Parallel Bars
spotted another group of 16 Viet Cong, also moving
west, 100 meters west of the previous sighting. Anoth-
er “Firecracker” mission fell upon the enemy, bur it was
too dark for the team to observe the results. Incredibly,
at 0800 the next morning, the team sighted a fourch
group of 27 Viet Cong moving along the same finger,
but about 900 meters further southwest than the first
three groups. Parallel Bars called for fire still again, and
reported killing five or more VC.56

Stingray patrols supported all major operations.
Teams occupied positions in ot near the area of opera-
tions and coordinated their activicies with the respon-
sible infantry unit. As an operation ebbed and flowed
according to intelligence reports of the enemy’s activi-
ty, the Stingray patrols moved to new observation posts
to maintain support of the infantry. Even while some
teams were supporting major operations, others
remained far beyond the TAOR of any friendly unit,
directing artillery and airstrikes on Communist forces
moving to and from their base areas. For 1968, III
MAF claimed Stingray operations to have resulted in
more than 3,800 enemy killed.s7*

**Colonel Stinemetz, who commanded the 1st Reconnaissance
Battalion until July 1968, quoted the following reconnaissance sta-
tistics for the month of May: 149 patrols, 476 sightings, 59 contacts,
6,606 enemy sighted, 362 fire missions and 42 air strikes; 46 enemy
KIA by small arms, 681 enemy by air and artillery. He stated that
the Marines captured five weapons and took two prisoners. Marine
casualties were 6 dead and 45 wounded. Stinemetz Comments. As
with all statistics of enemy casualties and body counts, however, the
historian and reader must take these as trends rather than absolutes.
Colonel James W. Stemple, who commanded the 2d Battalion, Sth
Marines in the latter half of 1968, recalled an incident in October
when his battalion entered an area where reconnaissance teams had



ARTILLERY AND RECONNAISSANCE SUPPORT IN III MAF

555

3D RECONNAISSANCE BATTALION
11 JULY 1968-12 DECEMBER 1968

Jul Aug Sep
No. of Patrols 133 147 143
Average Duration 2.13 2.45 2.36
Average Size 6.09 6.61 6.72
No. of Sightings 45 54 78
No. of Enemy Sighted 288 778 508
No. of Contacts 20 52 52
No. of Fire Missions 16 28 39
No. Rounds Fired 416 1203 914
No. of Air Strikes 5 14 5
Enemy KIA (C) 22 63 102
Enemy Captured 0 0 0
Weapons Captured 2 5 8
Friendly KIA 4 1 5
Friendly WIA 26 5 20
* Includes 31 teams deployed in the field as of 12 December 1968

Oct Nov Dec
165 158 105"
3.19 8.60 3.89
7.22 7.10 6.50
71 55 20
289 314 114
34 31 22
64 64 22
1742 1363 249
24 3 5

25 23 13

1 0 0

0 7 1

1 3 1

4 6 8

Still there remained some question among infantry
and reconnaissance Marines whether III MAF was
making the best use of its reconnaissance assets. This
was especially true in the 3d Marine Division. Lieu-
tenant Colonel William D. Kent, the commander of
the 3d Reconnaissance Battalion until early July 1968,
several years later expressed his concerns that the recon-
naissance patrols were “fighten” the NVA rather than
“watching them,” thereby losing “a lot of long-range
intelligence.” He believed there was an overreliance on
radio intercepts and that the North Vietnamese “were
smart enough not to talk.” Kent commented that this
was especially true in the NVA offensive in the Dong
Ha sector at the end of April and beginning of May. He
believed the system awarded “pats on the back for
KIAs,” but not for obtaining the elements of combat
information.

Both Lieutenant Colonel Kent and Major General
Davis, the former deputy commander Prov Corps and
new 3d Marine Division commander, were influenced
by the tactics of the 1st Air Cavalry Division. Accord-
ing to Lieutenant Colonel Kent, after the relief of Khe

reported extensive enemy casualties killed by supporting arms.
When asked why his battalion had found so few enemy dead, he
turned to his questioner and replied that he was “standing on top of
what should have been 197 dead NVA.” Col James W. Stemple,
Comments on draft n.d. [1995} (Vietnam Comment File).

Chart provided by LtCol Donald R. Berg USMC (Ret).

Sanh in mid-April, he began exchanging patrol leaders
with the Army units and sending some of the recon-
naissance Marines to the Army schools. According to
its doctrine, the Air Cavalry employed rapid helicopter
inserts of small reconnaissance teams of four to five
men to explore a given terrain, often using decoy air-
craft to keep any watching enemy forces off balance.
Combining “Red” [usually gunships} and “White”
[aero scour} teams, the Air Cavalry could make a rapid
reconnaissance and either call in the “Blues” {the aero
infantry} or move on elsewhere.>

Lieutenant Colonel Kent observed, however, that
the reconnaissance Marines also had things to teach
their Army counterparts. According to Kent, the
Marines taught them how to call in supporting arms,
especially fixed-wing airstrikes, and, surprisingly
enough, map reading. He stated that his patrol leaders
explained to him that for the Air Cavalry, “land navi-
garion was not a big thing . . . .” They told him that
the Air Cavalry reconnaissance troops “didn’t have to
read maps. They depended on the airplanes. There
were airplanes up there all the time.”s0

In any event, encouraged by General Davis, the 3d
Reconnaissance Battalion began, as Lieutenant
Colonel Kent observed, to “loosen up” and do more
“snoopen and poopen.” While still using 10-man
Stingray teams, the battalion also started deploying
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smaller teams, about four to five men, very often out
of artillery range. Using both walking patrols and
helicopter inserts, these patrols were out to obtain
information rather than fight. According to Colonel
Alexander L. Michaux, the 3d Marine Division oper-
ations officer, these teams were sent out and told “not
to call in fire or anything. . . . Just find them and tell
us where they [the NVA} are. We'll fix them with a
battalion.” Lieutenant Colonel Donald R. Berg, who
relieved Lieutenant Colonel Kent in July as comman-
der of the 3d Reconnaissance Battalion, noted that
when he took over the battalion three of his compa-
nies were attached to other units. By mid-September,
he had these three companies returned to his com-
mand and carrying out reconnaissance missions. In
December 1968, General Davis observed that he had
anywhere from 58 to 60 active reconnaissance teams
with about 40 to 45 out in the field at any given
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time. Within arcillery range, he employed the
Stingray patrols while the smaller patrols, designated
“key hole” missions,* operated usually further out
with the mission of watching and reporting on enemy
troop activity. Like the artillery firebases, the 1st
Marine Division also adapted the 3d Division recon-
naissance techniques in Operation Taylor Common at
the end of the year.¢

*Chaplain Ray W. Stubbe, who has written extensively on Marine
operations at Khe Sanh and on Marine reconnaissance forces, observed
that the keyhole missions were “a return to the original concept of the
Force Recon Company of having 4-man patrols, very lightly equipped,
with the mission or/y [emphasis in original] of gathering information,
operating very deep in enemy controlled territory far beyond the
artillery fan for support. (The original Force Recon concept was for 4-
man patrols operating up to 300 miles inland). This is a very histori-
cal development of recon in Vietnam.” LCdr Ray W. Stubbe, Com-
ments on draft, dtd 28Nov94 (Vietnam Comment File).
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Manpower Policies and Realities

Personnel Turnover—The Quality Issue and Project 100,000—Training
The Search for Junior Leaders—Discipline—Morale—The Aviation Shortage
Filling the Ranks in Vietnam: Too Many Billets, Too Few Marines
The Deployment of Regimental Landing Team 27—Reserve Callup?
The Bloodiest Month, The Bloodiest Year—Foxhole Strength: Still Too Few Marines
The Return of RLT 27—The End of the Year—The Marine Corps and the Draft
The Marine Corps Transformed

In 1968, the Vietnam War dominated every aspect
of Marine Corps manpower policy. Since the landing of
the 9th Marine Expeditionary Brigade (9th MEB) in
1965, the overall strength of the Marine Corps had
increased over 60 percent. More than a quarter of all
Marines were in Vietnam; almost a third were
deployed west of Guam (se¢ Table 1).! Marine Corps
Commandant, General Leonard E Chapman, Jr., later
stated that by 1968, “there were just three kinds of
Marines; there were those in Vietnam, those who had
just come back from Vietnam, and those who were get-
ting ready to go to Vietnam.”2* Between March and
September of 1968, 8 of the Marine Corps’ 12 active
infantry regiments were in Southeast Asia. In FMFPac

only one regiment, the 28th Marines of the 5th Marine
Division, remained uncommitted. This left three bat-
talions in California, with none in Okinawa or Hawaii.
On the east coast, most Marines in the 2d Marine Divi-
sion were awaiting either their discharge or orders to
Vietnam, while the individual battalions of the divi-
sion’s three regiments continued their customary

*General Chapman was Commandant of the Marine Corps from 1
January 1968 to 31 December 1971.

deployments to the Mediterranean and Caribbean.

The dramatic growth of both its end strength and
its overseas commitments compelled the Marine
Corps to alter drastically many of its manpower poli-
cies. Between 1965 and 1969, the Marine Corps
changed from an organization which encouraged long
enlistments and stable units to one forced to rely on
short-term Marines and high turnover within units.
The Marine Corps Assistant Chief of Staff for Person-
nel (G-1), Brigadier General Jonas M. Platt, later
related, “we had no choice with respect to short-term
Marines and high turnover and both were a Hell of a
necessary evil.”

Personnel Turnover

Before the Vietnam buildup, new recruits entered
the Marine Corps on an enlistment of at least three
years, with over four-fifths joining for four or more
years.4 The Vietnam buildup that began in the fall of
1965 required a large influx of new recruits, forcing the
Marine Corps temporarily to begin accepting men on
two-year enlistments. Berween November 1965 and

Table 1
Percent of Total Strength in Vietnam

U.S. Marine Corps

as of
30 June Total in VN % in VN
1965 190,213 18,100 9.5
1966 261,716 53,700 20.5
1967 285,269 78,400 27.5
1968 307,252 83,600 27.2
1969 309,771 81,500 26.3
1970 259,737 50,500 19.4
1971 212,369 500 0.2

U.S. Army

Total in VN % in VN
969,066 27,300 2.8
1,199,784 160,000 13.3
1,442,498 285,700 19.8
1,570,343 354,300 22.6
1,512,169 360,500 23.8
1,322,548 298,600 22.6
1,123,810 190,500 16.9
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Department of Defense (USMC) Photo AG01734
Marine SSgt Robert D. lverson, a drill sergeant at the
Marine Corps Parris Island Recruit Training Depot in
South Carolina addresses his platoon in a driving rain
storm. Close order drill was not dependent upon the weather
and training schedules were to be met.

May 1966 the Marine Corps also accepted 19,573
draftees.s After this initial surge ended in October
1966, the Marine Corps returned to three- and four-
year enlistments. This did not last long. Still faced
with a manpower shortage, on 2 May 1967, Head-
quarters Marine Corps once again authorized two-year
enlistments. To keep personnel turbulence to a mini-
mum, the Commandant decreed that two-year con-
tracts would constitute no more than 20 percent of all
new enlistments. Between 1 July 1966 and 30 June
1967, only 16.9 percent of all enlistments were for two
years; over half were for four years ¢

Manpower planners quickly found this high per-
centage of four-year enlistments a mixed blessing. The
Marine Corps tried to ensure that no one would be
involuntarily sent overseas for a second tour before
spending at least 24 months in the United States. This
meant that a Marine enlisted for four years would
spend at least 4 months in initial training, normally
followed by 13 months in Vietnam. After his required
24 months in the United States, he would have only 7
months left on his enlistment. Unless he reenlisted,
this Marine would not have enough time left to serve a
second Vietnam tour. This would not have been a prob-
lem if the Marine Corps’ authorized strength had
included enough billets in the United States to provide
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a sufficient rotation base. It did not.

In December 1965, the Marine Corps requested a
strength increase of 85,169 Marines to support opera-
tions in Vietnam. Secretary of Defense Robert S.
McNamara approved this request in full. Between Sep-
tember 1966 and May 1968, the Marine Corps repeat-
edly requested further increases in its overall strength
to provide a large enough rotation base for the rapidly
growing forces in Vietnam (sez Table 1). Under politi-
cal pressure to keep military spending as low as possi-
ble, Secretary McNamara denied or drastically reduced
every one of these requests.

By September 1966, the Marine Corps began to
have difficulty sustaining its force level in Vietnam,
and requested a further increase of 21,569 Marines to
support operations in Southeast Asia and 12,827
Marines to improve the training flow of new recruits,
for a total of 34,396. Secretary McNamara approved a
strength increase of 14,464. In September 1967, the
Marine Corps once again requested an increase in its
end strength to support operations in Vietnam and to
improve the readiness of units in the United States,
this time for 19,293 Marines. The Defense Depart-
ment approved an increase of 7,000 Marines.?

In July 1967, General Platr described to his fellow
general officers how the Marine Corps was caught
between large commitments in Vietnam and an insuf-
ficient rotation base in the United States. As a solution,
he proposed increasing the percentage of two-year
enlistments. A typical two-year enlistee would spend
five months in the United States before going overseas,
serve a 13-month tour in Vietnam, and chen spend “a
largely useless 3 months in the rotation base.” General
Plate suggested that the Marine Corps should let these
two-year men leave the Marine Corps before their
enlistment expired, and then recruit new men on two-
year contracts to replace them. Thus, in a four-year
period the Marine Corps would realize two Vietnam
tours, instead of one, for a single place in its overall end
strength authorization. While not proposing a set per-
centage, General Plart observed that the Marine Corps
needed two-year enlistees “in sizeable numbers to
maintain the flow overseas.”s

By late 1967 there were only a few first-term
Marines left, aside from new recruits, who had not
already served in Vietnam. In the combatr arms and
combat support fields, junior officers and staff NCOs
were barely getting cheir required 24 months in the
United States before returning to Vietnam. The only
way to maintain the flow of replacements to Southeast
Asia was to increase the number of new Marines. In
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Table 2
Male Enlisted Non-Prior Service Accessions
as Percentage of Male Enlisted Strength!

Year USMC Army Navy  USAF
1961-64 18 25 15 13
1965 30 40 20 16
1966 42 53 16 21
1967 28 31 15 12
1968 35 35 19 14
1969 33 33 18 12
1970 26 26 14 11
1971 27 26 15 16
1972 31 34 20 12

tPercentages derived by dividing male enlisted end
strength as of 30 June (calculated from Selecred Manpower Sta-
tistics) by toral male non-prior service accessions for that cal-
endar year (from Bernard D. Karpinos, Male Chargeable Acces-
sions:  Evaluation by Mental Categories {1953-1973}
[SR-ED-75-18}, [Alexandria, Virginia: Human Resources
Research Organization, 1977]).

order to remain within the Marine Corps’ authorized
strength, for every extra man arriving at a recruit
depot, someone else had to be discharged early. To
accomplish this, the Marine Corps reluctantly allowed
Vietnam returnees to leave the Corps up to six months
before the end of their enlistments* On 1 October
1967, the Marine Corps increased the acceptable quota
of 2-year enlistments to 35 percent.! In January 1968,
the Marine Corps requested a strength increase of
10,300 to allow it to end the early release program.
The Defense Department denied this request.!!

Faced with Secretary McNamara's refusal to
increase end strength, the Marine Corps turned to the
alternative proposed by General Platt in July 1967. In
January 1968, the Assistant Chief of Staff (G-1),
Major General Raymond G. Davis, determined that
“sizeable numbers” of two-year enlistments meant half
of all enlistments. Through this and other measures,
General Davis and his staff hoped to “increase person-
nel turnover in lower grades.”'? Between January
1968 and June 1969 just over half of all enlistments
were for two years, excluding nearly 16,400 draftees
who also served for two years.!3

The increased use of two-year enlistments did indeed
serve to “increase personnel turnover.” In 1968, a third

*Colonel James W. Stemple, who served at Headquarters Marine
Corps after his tour in Vietnam, recalled that manpower managers at head-
quarters referred to Marines who had returned from Vietnam with still
time to secve in the Marine Corps as “throw away Marines.” Col James W.
Stemple, Comments on draft, n.d. {1995} (Vietnam Comment File).
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of enlisted Marines had less than one year service, as
compared to less than a fifth for the period 1961-1964
(see Table 2). To compound the problem, in fiscal year
1968 over 280,000 Marines were ordered to a new duty
station—almost one set of orders for every Marine. 4

Before 1965, the Marine Corps consciously fostered
personnel stability: Marines tended to serve compara-
tively lengthy enlistments; a fairly small proportion of
Marines entered or left the Corps in any given year; and
Marines tended to serve with the same unit for long
periods.** By the beginning of 1968, the high level of
personnel turnover generated by Vietnam made it
unusual for any junior Marines to remain 1n the same
unit for more than a year or in the Marine Corps for
more than two years.

The Quality Issue and Project 100,000

Length of enlistment was not the only standard com-
promised in the Marine Corps’ effort to find enough
new recruits to support the Vietnam deployment. The
Marine Corps was also forced to lower the mental scores
required for enlistment and to accept fewer high school
graduates. Project 100,000 has received much of the
blame for this decline. Secretary of Defense Robert S.
McNamara launched this program in October 19606,
directing the Services to take a set percentage of the new
recruits from men scoring below the previous mini-
mum acceptable scores on the entry tests. McNamara
predicted that military training would provide these
disadvantaged youths with skills that would greatly
increase their opportunities in civilian life.'s

Project 100,000 required the Marine Corps to
accept between a fifth and a quarter of its new
recruits from men scoring in Mental Group IV on
the Armed Forces Qualification Test, the lowest cat-
egory legally allowed to serve. Half of these mental
Group IV’s were “New Standards” men, men who
would have been barred under the enlistment stan-
dards in effect in August 1966. From the start, the
Marine Corps opposed Project 100,000 on the
grounds that the quotas forced the Corps to turn
away better qualified applicants.1¢

While Secretary McNamara heralded Project
100,000 as a new departure and part of the “Great
Society” program, the Selective Service System had
already lowered its minimum mental standards a few

**See Shulimson and Johnson, U.S. Marines in Vietnam 1965, p.
117, and Shulimson, U.S. Marines in Vietnam 1966, n, p. 283, for a dis-
cussion of the change from unit to individual rotation policies.
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months earlier in April 1966, in order to meet the
demands of the Vietnam buildup.'”* According to
Thomas D. Morris, Assistant Secretary of Defense for
Manpower in 1966, the high rejection rate for men in
Mental Group IV created a serious problem when draft
calls increased to support the Vietnam buildup. In his
opinion, Project 100,000 would not have been imple-
mented if the need for increased manpower had not
existed, nor would it have been launched if it had been
solely a social welfare program.is

After Project 100,000 began, the Marine Corps
undermined its contention that chis program forced it
to turn away better qualified recruits by consistently
exceeding its quotas of both Mental Group IV's and
New Standards men by considerable margins.?? In
fact, the Marine Corps had already lowered enlistment
standards in November 1965, well before Project
100,000. Indeed, between November 1965 and Octo-
ber 1966 the Marine Corps, while barring some non-
high school graduates who still met the minimum
standards for induction from enlisting, accepted high
school graduates who scored too low on the entry tests
to be drafted .2 This, combined with the fact char at
the end of 1968 the Marine Corps was again forced to
rely on the draft to fill its ranks,* suggests thar the
Marine Corps could not in fact actract enough higher
quality volunteers.

While the proportion of Mental Group IV’s among
new Marines increased, the proportion of high school
graduates decreased. From the summer of 1965 to the
summer of 1967, 65 percent of all new Marines had
high school diplomas, 10 percent more than male
civilians aged 18-19. In late 1967, while the propor-
tion of civilian males graduating from high school
remained fairly stable, the proportion of Marine
recruits with diplomas declined. From July 1967 to
June 1968 only 57.4 percent of new recruits possessed
a diploma. This decline continued until fiscal year
1973, when only 49.6 percent of new male recruits
had high school diplomas.

Projecc 100,000 and the pressing need for new
recruits forced the Marine Corps to lower its entry stan-
dards, but these standards remained considerably high-

*President Johnson introduced the term “Great Society” in a
speech given in Ann Arbor, Michigan, 22 May 1964. The phrase soon
came to refer to cthe numerous social welfare programs created by the
Johnson administration.

**During 1968, the Marine Corps made three draft calls: in April
for 4,000 men, May for 1,900 men, and December for 2,500 men. Scart-
ing in February 1969, the Marine Corps made a draft call every month,
with the exception of July and August 1969, until February 1970.
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er than those in effect in either World War II or Korea.
In World War II, men in Mental group IV were
accepted without complaint or comment, and about
25-30 percent of enlisted Marines fell in this group.
The Marine Corps did provide remedial instruction for
the roughly 5-10 percent of Marines in Mental Group
V*** Men in Mental Group IV consticuted 40.5 percent
of all Marine male recruits during the Korean War.22
The Korean era Mental Group IVs included men who
would have been excluded under Project 100,000. At
the height of Project 100,000, between July 1968 and
June 1969, 25.7 percent of all new Marines scored in
Mental Group IV, with New Standards men compris-
ing 13.8 percent of all recruits.s

From 1965 to 1968, the educational level and rest
scores of new Marines declined. This decline, however,
did not necessarily ctranslate into poor combar perfor-
mance. Former Marine lieutenant Lewis B. Puller, Jr.,
related in his memoir thac he had in his platoon one
older man, called “Pappy” by his fellow Marines, who
had entered the Marine Corps through Project
100,000. Puller noted that “Pappy” could keep up
with the younger members of his machine gun team
and they took care of him, although the Marine officer
wondered how the man’s skills with a machine gun
“were going to help him earn a living after the Marine
Corps.”2 The quality of the leadership and training a
Marine received counted fora great deal. As Lieutenant
Colonel Howard Lovingood, who saw combat in Viet-
nam as both a senior enlisted man and company grade
officer, recalled, “I looked on it as any other Marine
leader would . . . you take the Marines and train them
to the best of your ability and get on with the job."2
Unfortunately, the manpower demands of Vietnam
forced the Marine Corps to devote less time to training
1S NEW Fecruits.

***Although records of the exact mental group distribution of
Marines are sketchy at best, Selective Service distributed men to all of
the Services in roughly the same proportions. Even after President
Roosevelt ended all voluntary enlistments beginning in February
1943, the Marine Corps managed to ensure a source of quality recruits
by enlisting 17-year-olds into the Reserve and encouraging promising
young men to volunteer for induction into the Marine Corps. The
Army Air Corps also used these techniques, which probably kept the
Army and Marine Corps’ overall mental distribution fairly close. In
World War II approximately 9 percent of all enlisted soldiers were in
Mental Group V and 29 percent in Mental Group IV. Mental Group
Vs did not serve in Korea or Vietnam, having been barred from ser-
vice by law in 1948. Mark J. Eicelberg et al., Screening for Service: Apti-
tude and Education Criteria for Military Entry (Washington, D.C.:
Office of cthe Assistant Secretary of Defense [Manpower, Installations,
and Logistics], 1984) pp. 24-25.



MANPOWER POLICIES AND REALITIES

Training

Before the Vietnam War, male Marines spent 80
days in recruit training, and then received four weeks
of Individual Combar Training before their first assign-
ment. Marines who did not go to a formal school, a
group that included most Marines assigned to the
ground combar arms, required a furcher 90 days of on-
the-job training (OJT) before the Marine Corps con-
sidered them to be fully trained in their specialty. A
new recruit was not supposed to be sent overseas until
he had completed his OJT, more than six months after
his first day of boot camp.

The Vietnam buildup quickly forced the Marine
Corps to shorten its training pipeline. In September
1965, the Marine Corps reduced the time a new recruit
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spent in training before going overseas to four months,
the minimum time required by law. Boot camp was
reduced from 80 to 60 days; for all Marines save
infanteymen, Individual Combat Training was reduced
from four to two weeks; and OJT was replaced by a
short period of formal instruction, usually lasting four
weeks, called Basic Specialist Training. Infantrymen
continued to receive four weeks of Individual Combat
Training, but almost all of them spent only ewo weeks
at their Basic Specialist Training. Finally, all lance cor-
porals and below received 15 days Southeast Asia Ori-
entation Training over a three-week period at Camp
Pendleron’s Staging Bartalion before leaving for Viet-
nam. In January 1968 recruit training was again
reduced, to 56 days. This reduced total training time

A Marine recruit platoon at Parris Island starts the day with @ morning vun in formation complete
with platoon guidon. Despite the shortening of the training cycle, Marine recruit training still

emphasized physical fitness.

Department of Defense (USMC) Photo A602339
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to exactly 17 weeks, more than 11 weeks shorter than
the program in effect in August 1965 .26

In many ways Basic Specialist Training proved to be
a significant improvermnent over OJT. Not only was
Basic Specialist Training faster than OJT, the Basic
Specialist Training graduate was “as well crained or
better trained than the Marine who previously spent
90 or more days in on-the-job training.”?’

Unfortunately, the efficiency of Basic Specialist
Training came at a price. Before September 1965, a
new Marine spent at least three months with his
unit before deploying overseas, plenty of time for
him and his squadmates to get to know each other
and learn to work as a team. After that time, recruirs
rushed through a disorienting swirl of training pro-
grams and instructors, moving on before most of
their superiors had time to learn much about them.
Most new recruits joined their first permanent unit
in Vietnam.

While Basic Specialist Training proved a mixed
blessing, the reduced length of recruit training and
Individual Combat Training remained a necessary evil.
In April 1968, the Commandant of the Marine Corps
regarded the ideal training program co be 10 weeks for
recruit craining, 4 weeks for Individual Combat Train-
ing, and 4 weeks for Basic Specialist Training, a full
month more than the program in effect at thac time. A
policy statement noted that the shortened training
course was a temporary measure, and that

the Marine Corps intends to return to a longer training
period as soon as the international situation permits.
The present length of training is the minimum time
possible in an emergency situation to meet the objec-
tives of recruit training.28

In the meantime, the Marine Corps relied on the
leadership of ics caprains, lieutenants, sergeants, and
corporals to compensate for the lowered standards,
high turnover, and reduced training period.

The Search for Junior Leaders

As the Marine Corps grew, the numbers of junior
officers and noncommissioned officers increased pro-
portionately. This expanded body of company-level
leaders faced the challenges of dealing with declin-
ing recruit quality, increased personnel turbulence,
and combat.

During the first years of the Vietnam War, the expe-
rience level of junior Marine officers actually increased.
Following the practice of World War I, World War II,
and Korea, the Marine Corps quickly expanded its
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junior officer corps by offering temporary commissions
to senior noncommissioned officers.? Berween July
1965 and June 1967, the Marine Corps commissioned
4,059 warrant officers and senior enlisted as temporary
second lieutenants. In July 1967, these officers consti-
tuted two-thirds of all ground and aviation-ground
assignable lieutenants. By the beginning of 1968, over
four-fifths of the ground first lieutenants were tempo-
rary officers.3*

Between 1965 and 1968 the average length of com-
missioned service for Marine captains shrank from nine
to six years, and for lieutenancs from chree to two years,
but a large number of these officers had far more ser-

-vice than their pre-Vietnam peers. In fact, the tempo-

rary officers created an experience “hump” chat slowly
worked its way up in a bloc. On 31 December 1967,
almost 60 percent of all firsc lieutenancs had over 10
years of service, while the same was true for only 20
percent of captains. Only a quarter of captains were
over 30 years old, while more than half of che first lieu-
tenants were over 30 years old.

The temporary officers provided the Marine Corps
with capable junior officers during the initial Viet-
nam build-up, but this program was intended as a
stop-gap, providing lieutenants only until the normal
commissioning programs could meet the demand for
officers. Unfortunately, after the temporary commis-
sioning ended in June 1967, officer recruicing did not
meet expectations. Anti-war sentiments on college
campuses made it difficult to recruit qualified young
men.3! As early as August 1967, the Commandant of
the Marine Corps, General Wallace M. Greene, Jr.,
expressed his concern over the large number of candi-
dates who quit the Officer Candidate’s and Platoon
Leader’s Courses.32 Alchough the total numbers were
small, the number of lieutenants commissioned from
the NROTC program also declined dramatically in
1967. Only the introduction of the Enlisted Com-
missioning Program, which produced 410 lieu-
tenants in fiscal year 1967 and 580 in fiscal year

*7Lieutenant Colonel Merrill L. Bartlect, who served in Vietnam
as an intelligence officer, considered the temporary program "an
unmitigated disaster! Certainly, we can all recall temporary officers
who were successful. At the same time, I can recall that most were
simply SNCOs {staff noncommissioned officers] wearing bars.” He
observed that his field “was fertile dumping ground for these types.”
He personally served with several and provided the following harsh
generalization: “Hardly any of them could write, most had alcohol
problems, and many worked mostly on figuring out ways to get their
tours shortened or to find soft billets in the rear.” LtCol Merrill L.
Bartlett, Comments on draft, ded 8Nov94 (Vietnam Comment File),
hereafter Bartlett Comments.
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New Marine second lieutenants vecerve realistic field training at the Marine Corps Basic School at
Quantico, Virginia. Most new Marine officers after their commissioning attended the Basic School.

1968, enabled the Marine Corps to meet its officer
goals.33*

The noncommissioned officers’ ranks expanded
faster than the officers’ and the Marine Corps as a
whole. Between 1965 and 1968 the number of
sergeants increased 95 percent and the number of cor-
porals increased 101 percent. The rapid promotions
needed to fill these billets drastically reduced the aver-
age length of service for noncommissioned officers. In
1965, more than 60 percent of sergeants had more than
10 years service, while fewer than 8 percent had less
than 6 years service. Almost 50 percent of corporals
had more than four years of service and fewer than 15

*In the Enlisted Commissioning Program, promising enlisted
Marines attended a 10-week Officer Candidate’s Course. Graduates were
commissioned as second lieutenants, U.S. Marine Corps Reserve. Captain
Matthew G. McTiernan, who commanded Company 1, 3d Battalion, 3d
Marines, remembered that in July 1968 the 3d Marine Division had
started a policy of sending non-infantry first and second lieutenants to
infantry companies to serve 90 days. The intention was to make up for
the shortage of infantry officers then existing in the division. He recalled
that during Operation Thor in July, two of his platoon officers were a for-
mer motor transport officer and a former communications officer and
that both men acquitted themselves well. Capt Matthew G. McTiernan,
Comments on draft, n.d. [Dec96] (Vietnam Comment File).

percent had less than three years of service. In 1968,
over 50 percent of all sergeants had less than four years
service, and over 25 percent had less than three years.
More than three-quarters of all corporals had less than
three years of service, and over 95 percent had less than
four. A large number of these young NCOs achieved
their rank while on their first tour in Vietnam.
Despite their short service, the newly promoted
NCOs of 1968 were not necessarily less qualified than
their peers of 1965. While the earlier NCOs had more
time in uniform, most had acquired all of their experi-
ence through peacetime service, whereas the young
NCO:s of the Vietnam era “gain{ed] a lot of experience
at a very rapid rate and under combat conditions. 34
The loss of experience in the face of wartime
demands was hardly new for the Marine Corps. In
1945, lieutenants averaged only one year of commis-
sioned service, captains, two, and majors, three. By 30
June 1945, the enlisted ranks had increased over eight-
fold since 30 June 1942 and almost 24 times above the
Marine enlisted strength on 30 June 1939. By the end
of the war, few enlisted Marines of any rank had more
than four years of service, and one with more than six
years service would have been a rarity. Unlike World
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War 11, however, during Vietnam the Marine Corps
was unable to keep most of its junior officers and
NCOs for more than one combat tour. Despite the
Marine Corps’ efforts to retain its newly promoted and
combat-experienced leaders, as the war progressed a
sizeable portion of the career enlisted force did not
reenlist; only a tiny minority of first term Marines,
both officer and enlisted, opted to remain in the Corps.

The retention of officers became a major problem
by 1968. In 1964, 54 percent of Marine officers com-
pleting their obligated service remained on active
duty at least one additional year. By 1967 this pro-
portion had dropped to 42 percent.> While regular
officer retention remained close to the established
goals, every month roughly 3 regular majors and 36
regular captains resigned their commissions. Unfortu-
nately, regulars (excluding temporary officers) consti-
tuted just over a third of the company-grade officer
ranks, and less than a fifth of the lieutenants. To meet
its officer goals, the Marine Corps needed a sizeable
number of Reserve officers to augment into the regu-
lar Marine Corps every year.

Before Vietnam, more Reserve officers applied for
augmentation than the Marine Corps had room for,
and the Marine Cotps enjoyed the luxury of simply
selecting the best qualified applicants. In fiscal year
1965, of 3,431 officers eligible for augmentation, 714
applied, approximately one out of every five eligible
officers. The Marine Corps had room for 70.4 percent
of the applicants, and accepted 66.8 percent of them.
In FY 1966, while the number of eligible officers
dipped to 2,380, only 314 applied for augmentation,
slightly more than one out of every seven officers. The
Marine Corps had room for every applicant, but only
88.5 percent were selected to become regulars.

This trend worsened as the war progressed. For
every fiscal year from 1966 to 1969, the Marine Corps
had more spaces than applicants for augmentation. In
fiscal year 1968, fewer than one out of 14 eligible offi-
cers applied for augmentation. The 1968 augmenta-
tion board had a quota of 412, but only 240 officers
applied. Of those 240 applicants, the board selected
only 202, less than half its quota, apparently finding a
shortage of officers preferable to retaining the other 38
officers. In fiscal year 1969, fewer than one out of 15
eligible officers applied for augmentation. Again the
augmentation board was authorized to retain every
one of the 198 applicants, but only 115 were consid-
ered fit to become regular officers.

In July 1969, Major General Platt explained to his
fellow generals that the low selection rate most likely
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Table 3
Unadjusted reenlistment rates for
Marine Regulars by Fiscal Year

Marine Corps Inf, Gun Marine Corps  Inf, Gun

wide 1st term Crews & wide Career Crews &
regular Allied reenlistment Allied

reenlistment  Specialists 1st rate Specialists
rate Term regulars Career

reenlistment reenlistment

rate rate
FY 65 163 15.7 84.5 88.3
FY 66 163 15.6 88.6 90.2
FY 67 10.6 9.2 77.9 76.1
FY68 119 10.3 76.0 62.0
FY 69 7.4 6.2 74.5 59.8
FY 70 4.7 3.1 78.0 72.5

reflected the low quality of the applicants. General
Platc also concluded that one of the major reasons for
the poor retention record was the unwillingness of
junior officers “to commit themselves to the prospect
of repeated tours in Vietnam.”36

General Platt’s assessment probably also applied to
the noncommissioned officer ranks. The Marine Corps
had grear difficulty keeping its NCOs. The reenlist-
ment rate for firsc-term regulars,” who provided the
bulk of the corporals and sergeants in this period,
dropped from 16.3 percent for fiscal years 1965 and
1966 to 11.9 percent in fiscal year 1968 (see Tuble 3).
Headquarters Marine Corps tried to stem the exodus,
creating the Career Advisory Branch on 1 April 1968.
This branch’s sole concern was the management of a
career advisory program intended to persuade more
Marines to reenlist.3” Despite the efforts of the career
advisors, reenlistments plummeted. In fiscal year
1969, only 7.4 percent of eligible first-term regulars
reenlisted. Of every 100 first-term regulars leaving the
Marine Corps, only 4.7 reenlisted or extended.

The situation was just as bad among the career reg-
ulars. Before 30 June 1966 almost 90 percent of all
career Marines reenlisted. Between 1 July 1968 and
30 June 1969 this proportion dropped to less than 75
percent. The combat arms were hardest hit. In fiscal
years 1965 and 1966, the reenlistment rate for career
combat arms Marines was slightly higher than the
average reenlistment rate for all career Marines. This
trend ended in fiscal year 1967, when reenlistments
for career combat arms Marines fell below the Marine
Corps-wide average. By fiscal year 1969, combat arms
career reenlistments ran almost 15 percentage points
below the Marine Corps average; only 59.8 percent of
eligible career combat arms Marines reenlisted.

*Regulars describes Marines who voluntarily enlisted in the
Marine Corps, as opposed to draftees.
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By relying on experienced NCOs with temporary
commissions, rapidly trained lieutenants, and quickly
promoted short-service NCOs to lead Marines in com-
bat in Vietnam, the Marine Cotps followed a familiar
path. The same policies had been used in World War
I, World War II, and Korea. Vietnam, however, dif-
fered from these conflicts in one crucial respect: dur-
ing the Vietnam War, almost none of the newly
trained and experienced officers and NCOs remained
to lead Marines in combat for a second tour. By 1968,
even the pre-war senior NCOs began to leave in
alarming numbers. Rather than continually adding to
its pool of combat-tested leaders, the Marine Corps
had constantly to recreate it.

Discipline

The exodus of young officers and NCOs also
meant that the older mustang officers {officers with
prior enlisted service} and pre-war career NCOs pro-
vided most of the continuity, experience, and senior
leadership at the company level. This tended to exac-
erbate the differences between short-service Marines
of all ranks and “lifers,” placing a further strain on the
cohesion and discipline of small units.** At the begin-
ning of 1968, men on four-year enlistments still com-
prised the bulk of the Marines in Vietnam.** As

*For a description of how the issues described in this section developed
later in the war, see Cosmas and Murray, U.S. Marines in Vietnam, 1970-1971:
Vietnamization and Redeployment, Chapter 20, Morale and Discipline.

**“Lifers” refers to career Marines of all ranks. There are natural fric-
tions between leaders and the ranks as the former require the latter to per-
form unpleasant but necessary tasks, such as digging-in or wearing hot,
heavy body armor. See Charles R. Anderson, The Grunts (San Rafael, CA:
Presidio Press, 1976), Chapter 13, hereafter, Anderson, The Grunts. In Vier-
nam: The Other War (Novato, California: Presidio Press, 1982), Anderson
describes the difference between “lifers” and short-service Marines. He also
notes that many of the Marines who actively sought rear area assignments
were careerists, and many were on their second tour in Vietnam (pp.
17-21). Some of the “short-timer” versus lifer animosity transcended the
officer-enlisted barrier. Both James Webb in Fields of Fire (Englewood
Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1978) and Philip Caputo in A Rumor of War
(New York: Holt, Rhinehart, and Winston, 1977), portray reserve lieu-
tenants who are close to the riflemen they lead and hold careerist officers
in contempt. In Gustav Hasford, The Short Timers (New York: Harper &
Row, 1979), all of the principal characters are on their first enlistment.

**%As of 24 February 1968, 12.5 percent of all Marines in Vietnam
were career Marines and 50.6 percent were on four-year enlistments.
Only 13.1 percent had two-year obligations. AC/S G—1 memo to CMC,
Subj: Replies to Questions, dtd 20Feb68, attachment, tab I-E, CMC
Reference Notebook, 1968. The proportion of Marines with two-year
obligations in Vietnam must have risen dramatically during the year as
result of the large increase in two-year enlistments. Although the exact
figures are not available, by December 1968, men with two-year con-
tracts probably accounted for around half of all Marines in Vietnam.
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short-service Marines with minimum training
arrived and career Marines left in increasing num-
bers, signs of declining combat discipline began to
appear.

In April 1968 Major General Donn J. Robert-
son, the commanding general of the lst Marine
Division, tartly informed his subordinate comman-
ders that it was “almost unbelievable to receive
reports of incidents in which Marines while on
patrol, have gone off and left members of the
patrol.” General Robertson blamed leaders of all
ranks for their failure to keep strict personnel
accountability.3s

In August, the new commanding general, Major
General Carl A. Youngdale, again lectured the 1st
Marine Division on basic discipline. This time the
subject was accidental discharges. In all of 1967, the
units of the 1st Division reported 200 accidental dis-
charges, with 156 Marines wounded and 16 killed.
By 18 August 1968, Marines in the division had
already fired 218 accidental discharges, wounding
189 and killing 26. A division bulletin noted that
every incident resulted from negligence.? In Octo-
ber, the 1st Marine Division issued another bulletin
addressing the same problem, noting that in Sep-
tember, 4 Marines died from accidental discharges,
and another 18 were wounded.4 Yet another bulletin
came out in March 1969. In 1968, Marines of the 1st
Division committed 323 accidental discharges.
These incidents killed 40 and wounded another 309
men, more than twice the number of casualties
inflicted in 1967 41

As the year progressed offenses also increased, par-
ticularly drug offenses. In the first four months of
1968, military authorities investigated 160 Marines
for marijuana use, compared to 142 for all of 1967.
Marijuana use was heaviest in Vietnam and the West
Coast.42 Still, in July 1968, a Marine staff paper pre-
pared for the annual General Officers’ Symposium con-
tained the observation that

While the presence of marijuana and drug users in the

Marine Corps is a problem—even the use of drugs by

one Marine must be considered a problem——the number

of drug users in the Marine Corps is not considered

alarming or threatening to the combar efficiency or the
public image of the Marine Corps.*?

Shortly after this symposium, the drug problem
increased markedly. In the first six months of 1968
the Ist Marine Division’s Criminal Investigation
Division opened a total of 17 investigations into the
use of illegal drugs. In the last third of 1968 this divi-
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sion opened an average of 24 investigations into drug
offenses a month.”

By the end of 1968 Marine leaders realized that a
problem even worse than illegal drug use had
emerged: “fragging,” the deliberate killing of officers
and NCOs by their own men. Although small in
absolute numbers, the knowledge that fraggings
occurred often had a chilling effect on a leader’s will-
ingness to enforce discipline.**

Mote offenses naturally resulted in more prison-
ers, quickly overcrowding the limited brig space in
Vietnam. Most Marine prisoners were confined at the
III MAF brig in Da Nang, run by the 3d Military
Police Battalion. This brig was built to house 200
prisoners.# In May 1968, it housed 175 prisoners,
but by August it held 298. According to the officer
who kept the prisoner’s records, “{t}he most common
offenses were smoking marijuana, refusing to get a
haircut, or refusing to go on a second combat opera-
tion after surviving the hell of their first.”s The pris-
oners tended to be poorly educated; about 30 percent
were functional illiterates. At least a quarter had
civilian judicial convictions.4 Alchough the prison-
ers as a group lacked a particular ideology, they all
shared a general resentment of and hostility toward
authority. Major Donald E. Milone, who later com-
manded the 3d MP Battalion, observed that most of
the “brig population did not have formal charges
presented to them, and they had been confined for
over 30 days awaiting charges.”#

On 16 August a scuffle between prisoners and
guards escalated into a riot. The prisoners controlled
the brig for two days, holding kangaroo courts and
beating prisoners accused of collaborating with the

*Colonel Poul F. Pederson, the III MAF G-1, noted that in 1968
the Marine command introduced “sniffing dogs . . . to cacch drugs
coming and going.” According to Pederson, this program was put
under the Provost Marshal, Lieutenant Colonel! Joseph J. N. Gam-
bardella, who also commanded the 3d MP Battalion. Col Poul F. Ped-
erson, Comments on draft, n.d. {1994} (Vietnam Comment File), here-
after Pederson Comments.

**For further discussion of fragging, see LtCol Gary D. Solis,
Marines and Military Law in Vietnam: Trial By Fire (Washington,
D.C.: Hist&MusDiv, HQMC, 1989), pp. 110-111, 133-138,
168-170, hereafter Solis, Trizl by Fire; and Anderson, The Grunts, pp.
187-194. In Platoon Leader (Toronto: Bantam Books, 1986), pp.
74-76, former U.S. Army lieutenant James R. McDonough recounts
how a soldier attempted to intimidate him with the threat of frag-
ging. Colonel William J. Davis, a Marine tank officer who served in
Vietnam in 1968 as a lieutenant, agreed that the threat of fragging
had an effect on Marine officers, but most still enforced the rules and
discipline. Col William J. Davis, Comments on draft, n.d. (Vietnam
Comment File).
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guards. Finally, on the 18th, the brig guards, using
tear gas, reclaimed control of the prison.***

In addition to disciplinary problems, racial inci-
dents also started to attract command attention in the
lateer half of 1968, and Headquarters Marine Corps
began to make an effort systematically to track racial
incidents.# In October, General Chapman asked
Lieutenant General Buse, Commanding General
FMFPac, to look into reports of racial trouble in III
MATF, noting that this matter warranted “careful
watching.”#® Shortly after this request, racial inci-
dents led Commander Linus B. Wensman, USN,
commander of Camp Tiensha at Da Nang, to put the
China Beach recreation area off limits to casual
users.s0 By July 1969, racial incidents had become
serious enough to receive considerable attention at
the annual General Officer’s Symposium ****

While a growing problem, offenses and racial
troubles tended to be confined to rear areas and did
not have a serious impact on combat operations. For-
mer corporal and squad leader Kenneth K. George
recalled that:

{Iln the rear you get a lot of flak from the guys
because they think that you are picking on them. When
you are in the field and the second there is any kind of
problem . . . the minute you open your mouth, they
react and they react very quickly.s!

Morale

In contrast to the discipline problem, which took a
few years of fighting to appear, Marine leaders worked
hard from the beginning to keep up morale. The

***Two weeks later, a violent prison riot occurred at the U.S.
Army’s Long Binh brig. Prisoners controlled a portion of the brig for
more than a month. For a more detailed description of the Da Nang
brig riot, see Solis, Triz! By Fire. Major Milone, who took over the 3d
MP Battalion in September 1968, noted that during the three-day
riot, “no prisoner or guard was seriously injured during this 3-day
period. If the procedure for brig riots had been put into effect the
Marine Corps would have had {as] violent a riot that occurred at the
Army’s Long Binh Brig. During the investigation {of the I1] MAF
incident] the officer-in-charge was criticized for not shooting prison-
ers that did not obey guards commands and for not going by the SOP.
The investigation was dropped after the Long Binh riot when the
Army went by a SOP.” Maj Donald E. Milone, Comments on draft,
n.d. [Dec94} (Vietnam Comment File).

*#***Cplonel Maurice Rose, who relieved Colonel Pederson as I11
MAF G-1 in July 1968, noted that in the second half of 1968, “we
set up a Il MAF Watch Committee composed of G-1 Representa-
tives which met monthly to discuss the situation in I Corps, report
any problems, and recommend solutions if required.” Col Maurice
Rose, Comments on draft, dtd 25Nov94 (Vietnam Comment File),
hereafter Rose Comments.
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Marine Corps went to considerable trouble to make a
Marine’s time in Vietnam as tolerable as possible.
Major General Carl W. Hoffman, who spent almost all
of 1968 in Vietnam, recalled that “it was terribly
important . . . that people had something to look for-
ward to like a period of rest and recuperation.”s2 About
halfway through their tour, every Marine rated an out-
of country Rest and Recuperation (R&R) trip. In every
month of 1968, somewhere between 3,000 and 4,000
Marines flew to Hawaii, Australia, Japan, Thailand, or
other Asian locales for a five-day respite. Marines could
also enjoy shorter R&Rs in Vietnam, and every month
a thousand or so spent extended liberties at the Navy's
China Beach recreational facility near Da Nang.

The protracted nature of the Vietnam conflict led
to the creation of large base camps. For troops in these

Noted Comedian Bob Hope, with two members of bis cast,
entertains the troops during his annual Christmas show at
Da Nang. The Marines and U.S. military in general tried
to vaise movale and relieve stress at the big base areas by pro-

viding such entertainment.
Photo from the Abel Collection
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areas, the biggest enemy was boredom.’3 To alleviate
this problem, the Marine Corps tried to provide as
many distractions as possible, and rear areas included
numerous clubs, post exchanges, and air condition-
ing. Troops in the rear enjoyed many of the comforts
of home, including “security, movies, free time, dry
beds with clean sheets, mail and showers every day,
radios and stereos, and plenty to eat and drink.”s
From January to September 1968, the China Beach
recreation area received no fewer than 15,000 and
often well beyond 30,000 daily visitors from the Da
Nang area. After the local Navy commander restrict-
ed the use of the facility to authorized patrons in
October, the number of daily visitors dropped to
around 5,000 a month.>

Between operations, front-line Marines often
returned to these rear areas. During these sojourns
these men undoubtedly enjoyed the security and
amenities offered by these bases, but they could also
plainly see the stark contrast between their lives in the
field and the much safer and more comfortable lives of
headquarters and support personnel. Many combat
Marines resented the soft life of rear area troops,
although this resentment was often tempered by the
desire to enjoy these benefits themselves.56*

At times the effort to make life as comfortable as
possible became an end in itself. Major General Hoff-
man observed that

[Allthough there’s nothing wrong with getting yourself as
comfortable as possible, there is something wrong with
getting so preoccupied with the creature comforts that
you don’t get on with the prosecution of the job at hand >’

The Marine Corps also sought to increase esprit
by following Napoleon’s maxim that “a soldier will
fight long and hard for a bit of colored ribbon.”s
Beginning in 1967, the Marine Corps began
increasing the number of medals and ribbons award-
ed to Marines. At the General Officers Symposium
in July 1968, Brigadier General Ronald R. Van
Stockum, Retired, Deputy Senior Member, Navy
Department Board of Decorations and Medals,

*The disdain of frontline troops for rear area personnel is almost a
universal part of military life. Combat troops typically invent deroga-
tory terms to refer to non-combat men. In Vietnam, Marines usually
used the term “pogue” and even more explicit derogarory language.
Often support troops accept this disdain, acknowledging that the
greater hardships and risks endured by combat men entitle them to
deference from non-combat men. For a discussion of the relations of
combat men and non-combat men in World War II, see Samuel A.
Stouffer et al., The American Soldier (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton
University Press, 1949) 2 vols, v. 2, Ch. 6.
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Photo from the Abel Collection

The 13-month tour was an important element of troop morale as evidenced by the humorous inscrip-
tion on the helmet of the Marine: “Stop!!! Don’t Shoot, 'm Short.” The Marines are from Compa-

ny M, 3d Battalion, 5th Marines

informed his fellow generals that the Marine Corps
presented proportionally far fewer decorations to its
members than the other services. For instance, while
the Marine Corps awarded 1 Bronze Star for every
20 Purple Hearts, the Army gave out equal num-
bers of each medal.

General Van Stockum felt that the Marine Corps
needed to liberalize its standards. He argued that “a
combat Marine . . . should recurn from Vietnam wear-
ing some personal award.”s? He also advocated rec-
ognizing career officers and reserve officers likely to
stay in the Marine Corps, and greater use of unit
awards. General Van Stockum’s views were in keep-
ing with the trend towards the creation of new
awards in this period, including the Meritorious

Unit Citation, Navy Achievement Medal, and Com-
bat Action Ribbon.so*

*The Navy Achievement Medal, intended to recognize meritorious
performance by junior officers and enlisted Marines, was authorized on
17 July 1967. This award could be used to recognize meritorious ser-
vice in combat (for which a “V” attachment was authorized), giving the
Marine Corps an award junior to both the Bronze Star and the Navy
Commendation Medal to award exceptional combat performance. This
award replaced rhe Secretary of the Navy's Commendation for Achieve-
ment; persons awarded this commendation after 1 May 1961 were
authorized to wear the Navy Achievement medal. The Meritorious
Unit Citation was created on 17 July 1967, and was inrended ro rec-
ognize units for exceptional performance not involving direct combat.
The Combat Acrion Ribbon was introduced on 17 February 1969, and
was awarded to individuals who parricipated in direct combat with the
enemy. This award was also retroactively awarded to Marines who had
served in direct combat since 1 March 1961.
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Awards, creature comforts, and rest and recupera-
tion trips undoubtedly improved the spirits of many
Marines, but none of these outweighed the most
important policy influencing morale: the 13-month
tour in Vietnam. While an R&R might be eagerly
anticipated or an award appreciated, the most impor-
tant thing to almost every Marine was his rotation
date. This policy also ensured that every unit rotated
around a tenth of its total strength every month*

The individual replacement policy has been criti-
cized by many, but the Marine Corps had little choice.
The Marine Corps could not keep 80,000 Marines in
Vietnam through unit rotation without tripling its
overall strength. Nor was the policy an unmitigated
evil. Predetermined tour lengths had a positive effect
on morale. Unlike the soldier of World War II, who
felt (with a great deal of justification) that his only
hope of escape from combat lay in death, severe
wounding, or the end of the wart, the 13-month tour
gave the Marine in Vietnam a realistic goal. The bene-
fics generated by the set tour length probably out-
weighed the reluctance of “short-timers” to take risks.6
In any case, it is unlikely that many men could have
lasted much more than a year in combat zones.®? Navy
doctors concluded that the policy of set tours signifi-
cantly reduced the number of psychiatric casualties
among Marines in Vietnam.6**

The Aviation Shortage

As its Vietnam commitment increased, the Marine
Corps could and did expand its ground forces fairly
rapidly, albeit with growing pains. Unfortunately
Marine aviation, which relied on a very long training
pipeline, could not be expanded fast enough.

In fact, the Marine Corps suffered a shortage of
pilots as early as the mid-1950s. Officers volunteer-
ing for flight training had to agree to remain on

*Colonel Poul E Pederson, the III MAF G-1, observed that the 13-
month tour “to the day was a single scable element.” He noted that as a
general policy, “about two weeks prior to rotation the Marine would be
senc to the ‘rear with the gear.’” Some believed that as the rotation date
approached the Marine got anxious. If he remained in combat, he might
be too aggressive or overly reluctant. In either case he could be a detri-
ment to the unit.” Pederson Comments. General Chapman remarked
that all manpower considerations were “driven by the 13-month tour
decreed by DOD . . . ." Gen Leonard F. Chapman, Comments on draft,
ded 27Dec94 (Viecnam Comment File). In late 1965 111 MAF insticut-
ed Operation Mixmaster, which transferred Marines among units to
ensure that all Marines in a given unit would not rotate at the same time.
See Shulimson and Johnson, U.S. Marines in Vietnam, 1965, p. 117.

**Ljeutenant Colonel Merrill L. Bartlece, an intelligence officer
who served with the 13th Interrogation and Translation Team in Viet-
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active duty well beyond the normal period of service,
a daunting prospect for those not committed to a
Marine Corps career. To alleviate this concern, the
Marine Corps instituted a number of commissioning
programs which allowed an officer to bypass the Basic
School and go directly to flight school .5

Well before 1955, the Marine Corps accepted a
number of graduates from the Navy’s Naval Aviation
Cadet (NavCad) pilot training program. These men
went through flight training as cadets, and received
their wings and commissions on the same day. After
completion of flight training, they reported directly
to a squadron.® In 19535, the Marine Corps institut-
ed the Aviation Officer Candidate Course, and by
1957 the Platoon Leader’s Class (Aviation) had been
added.s6 Upon completing brief training periods at
Quantico, men 1n these programs received their com-
missions and reported directly to flight school. In
1959, the Marine Corps stopped accepting NavCad
graduates and created the Marine Aviation Cadet Pro-
gram (MarCad), which operated in the same manner
as NavCad.@’ As a result of these programs, by 1965
the majority of Marine naval aviators had not attend-
ed the Basic School .68

With these new sources of aviators, the Marine
Corps barely managed to meet its requirements for
naval aviators. The Marine Corps’ expansion after
the 9th MEB landed in Vietnam in March 1965
threatened these hard-won gains. In an effort to
keep the disruption from rapid growth to a mini-
mum, on 13 August 1965, the Commandant
announced that the retirement and resignations of
regular officers would be delayed for up to 12
months.® This helped to prevent an immediate
shortage of pilots. In the summer of 1966, the
number of qualified aviators fell just 45 short of the
authorized total of 4,284.7

nam, related chat he “considered extending for purely professional rea-
sons. By then, I couldn’t imagine many officers who knew as much
about the enemy order-of-battle or who could interrogate as well. I also
realized that personally I had become calloused beyond belief; the death
and destruction no longer bothered me. I recall spending the entire
night in che intensive-care ward of the Naval hospital, interrogating a
wounded NVA officer and seemingly oblivious to the horrible mutila-
tion of the wounded Marines in the other beds. I can also remember
interrogating POWs in the ARVN hospital in Da Nang amidst inde-
scribable filch and suffering. By the end of my tour, sifting through the
pockets of dead NVA or VC, searching for documents, no longer affecc-
ed me. Perhaps it was time ‘to return to the world.” Even so, the Marine
Corps would have been better served and I would have served it becter
by remaining in-country rather than by protecting Camp Pendleton

from a seaward invasion from whatever.” Bartlece Comments.
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This comparatively rosy situation proved short-
lived, and by autumn the Marine Corps suffered a
severe shortage of naval aviators, particularly helicopter
pilots. To alleviate this shortage, the Marine Corps
resorted to a number of expedient personnel actions,
including again involuntarily retaining aviation offi-
cers, using ground officers to fill aviation billets, and
sharply reducing the number of naval aviators attend-
ing professional schools.”

Despite the Marine Corps’ efforts, the pilot shortage
of 1966 persisted into 1968, making it impossible to
man squadrons in Vietnam at their wartime strength;
the Marine Corps could barely maintain the normal
peacetime manning level.”'** Helicopter pilots still
consticuted the most critical shortage. In addition to
fighting a war at peacetime strength, the pilots of the
1st MAW found themselves tasked to support Army
and allied units in I Corps. By January 1968, despite
the fact that the Commandant was under the impres-
sion that the IIl MAF “had everything it rated,” the 1st
MAW found itself forced to standdown pilots, partic-
ularly helicopter pilots, to let them get some rest.”

June of 1968 found the Marine Corps still short
roughly 850 naval aviators, a shortage that spilled over
to Vietnam.63 In July 1968, the 1st MAW calculated
that it needed 703 helicopter pilots to meet its require-
ments. The manning level authorized 644 pilots; 606
were actually on board. Of these, only 552 were avail-
able for flight duty. In December 1968, the number of
pilots in the 1st MAW finally reached the manning
level, but only after the manning level was reduced to
581 pilots. The number of helicopter pilots in the 1st
MAW available for flight duty remained at less than
80 percent of requirements into 1969.74

*For a discussion of the origins of the pilot shortage and the sceps
taken to correct this problem, see Shulimson, U.S. Marines in Vietnam
1966, p. 262.

**Tables of Organizacion (T/O) laid out the exact composition of
every unit, showing every billet, and the rank and military occupa-
tional specialty for that billet. Ideally, in combat, every unit should
have been up to T/O strength. Since this was not possible, the Man-
power Division of Headquarters, Marine Corps set “manning levels”
for units based on unit type and location. A unit with a manning level
of 94 percent would only receive enough replacements to keep it at 94
percent of its T/O strength. Manning levels were adjusted based on a
unit’s mission, the availability of Marines with the appropriate skills,
and a unit’s location. Units in Vietnam generally had a higher manning
level than other units.

Although Headquarters, Marine Corps tried to send enough
replacements to each major unit to keep its subordinates up to their
manning level, che final distribution of replacements rested wich the
field commanders. For further explanation, See Appendix.
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The Naval Air Training Command, located at Pen-
sacola, Florida, could not train enough Marine heli-
coptet pilots to bring the units in Vietnam up to
strength. In June of 1967, Marine officers destined to
become fixed-wing pilots began reporting to Air Force
bases for flight training. This freed Marine quotas at
Pensacola which could be used to train helicopter
pilots.”> The first 15 pilots graduated from this pro-
gram in June 1968.

A similar program with the U.S. Army attacked
the shortage of helicopter pilots directly. In January
1968, the first Marines arrived at Fort Rucker, Alaba-
ma, for rotary wing pilot training, with the first pilots
graduating in October. Marine officers trained by the
Army and the Air Force then reported to Marine
training groups for further instruction, including
shipboard landings, before qualifying as naval avia-
tors.’s By June of 1969, 155 Marine officers had com-
pleted Air Force flight training and 150 had complet-
ed Army flight training.”*** Even with these
programs, in early 1969 the Marine Corps had to
order a number of fixed-wing pilots to transition to
helicopters to fill the cockpits in Vietnam.?

In addition to the pilots, the Marine Corps had dif-
ficulty finding enough enlisted Marines to maintain
and repair the aircraft in Vietnam. It took a long time
to train a Marine in the skills needed to maintain air-
craft, so the Marine Corps only assigned men on four-
year enlistments to these specialties. This policy creat-
ed a shortage of aviation maintenance Marines in the
Western Pacific and an overage in the United States.

As with most other occupational fields, the Marine
Corps needed to train large numbers of first-term
Marines in aviation specialties to maintain the flow of
replacements to Southeast Asia. Most of these men
spent a year in training, and then a year in the Western
Pacific. Unlike most other specialties, however, upon
returning from overseas aviation Marines still had ewo
years left on their enlistments. These Vietnam
returnees created overages in the United States and
counted against total strength, reducing the number of
new recruits that could be enlisted and sent overseas.”

Despite this problem, the Marine Corps managed to
exceed the enlisted manning level for aviation units in
Vietnam, although it still fell short of the adjusted
table of organization (T/O). Unfortunately, aviation
units had to detail many of their highly trained spe-

***For a complete discussion of helicopter pilot availability and
training during the Vietnam war, see Fails, Marines and Helicopters
1962-1973, Chapters 4, 11, and 12.
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cialists to provide local security forces and to operate
“clubs, messes, special services, exchanges, laundries,
etc.”s0 Marines who were wounded, sick, or on R&R
constituted a further drain. During the last half of
1968, these commitments and losses drove the flight-
line strength of helicopter groups down to less than 80
percent of the provisional T/Ost In the opinion of a
board of III MAF officers, the lack of men, particularly
skilled helicopter maintenance Marines, put helicopter
maintenance “behind the power curve.”s

Filling the Ranks in Vietnam: Too Many Billets,
Too Few Marines

In the summer of 1967 the Department of
Defense’s manning level for Vietnam, Program 4,
called for 80,500 Marines. At the time, 79,000
Marines were actually in Vietnam or in a Special
Landing Force (SLF)%* On 10 August 1967, the Sec-
retary of Defense, Robert S. McNamara, tentatively
approved Program 5, which set a goal of just over
82,000 Marines in Vietnam.8 McNamara officially
approved Program 5 in October.® If filled, this ceil-
ing would still have left III MAF with over 6,000
unfilled billets#6 This point became moot as the
Marine Corps could not even meet its authorized
strength. The number of Marines in country declined
from 79,337 on 30 April 1967 to 73,430 on 31
October 1967. This decline in strength largely result-
ed from a replacement shortage, administrative losses
at the end of the year (particularly holiday leaves), and
conversion from a tour lasting at least 13 full months
in Vietnam to one lasting no more than 395 days
from the day a Marine left the United States to the
day he returned to the United States &

In order to correct this manpower shortage, the
Commandant directed the commanding generals of
Marine Corps Bases Camp Lejeune and Camp Pendle-
ton to retrain 1,000 non-infantry Marines a month in
August and September as infantry replacements for
Vietnam. Since these Marines received seven weeks of
training, the first of them did not arrive in Vietnam
until early October 1967.88 October also marked the
beginning of the annual manpower surge. The Marine
Corps normally experienced a recruit “surge” during
the summer months, and the first of these summer
recruits completed their mandatory four months initial
training and became available for overseas assignment
in early October.

*Throughout this chapter, Il MAF strength includes the SLFs
unless specified otherwise.
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On 10 November, Staging Battalion at Camp
Pendleton went to a seven-day work week to handle
the increased number of replacements. Five days later
Headquarters, Marine Corps increased the normal
replacement flow for the period from 23 November
1967 to 13 January 1968 by 3,135 Marines. This
forced Staging Battalion to implement “Operation
Kicker,” shortening the number of training days from
15 to 12. On 6 January 1968, the last planeload of
replacements trained under Operation Kicker left for
Vietnam.® With these added inputs, overall strength
in Vietnam rose by over 4,500 through November
and December.

Changes to Program 5 reduced the number of
Marines authorized to be deployed to Vietnam for
December 1967 and January 1968 to 81,500.
According to the MACV strength report, by 31
December 1967, the total number of Marines in
country or assigned to SLFs amounted to only
78,013, Still, IIT MAF found itself in the unusual sit-
uation of having 74,058 Marines on board to fill
72,526 authorized billets.

Unfortunately for III MAF the formal tables of
organization did not provide for a number of vital bil-
lets, including the 1,097 Marines involved in the
Combined Action Program.* Despite the fact that III
MAF was technically overstrength, the 23,778
Marines assigned to the 3d Division still left the divi-
sion 62 Marines short of the number authorized. The
1st Marine Division, with 23,209 Marines, was 1,251
Marines short of its authorized strength. The average
strength for infantry barttalions in Vietnam was
1,188, only five Marines short of the T/O allowance
of 1,193, but the infantry battalions of the 1st Marine
Division averaged only 1,175 Marines. The two SLFs
combined were 424 Marines short of their authorized
strength of 3,900. Force Logistics Command con-
tained 9,397 Marines, only 307 Marines short of its
authorized strength. The 1st MAW had 15,308
Marines in Vietnam, 1,869 Marines more than its
manning level, buc still remained critically short of
pilots and aircraft mechanics. 9

Total Marine Corps strength in Vietnam grew
slightly in January 1968, reaching 78,436 by 28 Jan-

**Provisional T/Os covered the Combined Action Program, addi-
tional personnel for the III MAF headquarters, and other billets need-
ed in Vietnam. Although technically these billets should have been
filled, the Marine Corps’ inability to man III MAF fully meant that
these provisional billets were filled at the expense of other units. See
Chapter 29 for further discussion about the manning of the Combined
Action Program.
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uary, with 74,313 Marines in I[II MAE While the
shortfall in the divisions continued, the average
strength of infantry battalions remained relatively sta-
ble at 1,186 Marines. The shortage among the bartal-
ions of the 1st Marine Division disappeared, as their
average strength rose to 1,193, exactly their authorized
strength. Just before the beginning of the Tet offensive,
infantry companies had an average of 207.5 Marines
assigned, only 8.5 below their T/O allowance of 216.
However, an average of 15.4 Marines were on R&R, in
hospital, or otherwise absent, leaving just over 192
Marines present for duty. Since a number of Marines
present on the unit diary were in fact occupied with a
variety of tasks, the number of Marines available for
operations was somewhat lower.

During January 1968, 539 Marines died or were
missing in action and 2,126 wounded in action.9' For
the month, III MAF reported that another 60 Marines
were hospitalized for injuries or illness. While these
casualties were heavy, especially compared to the light
casualties suffered during October, November, and
December 1967,* they only foreshadowed what was to
prove the costliest year of the war for the Marine Corps.

On the night of 30-31 January 1968 the Tet Offen-
sive began. Marine counterattacks, particularly in Hue
City, made February 1968 costlier for the Marine Corps
than any previous month of the war. In February, 691
Marines were killed and 4,197 wounded in action.
While some battalions suffered terribly in this month,
the high flow of replacements ensured that the average
strength of infantry battalions fell only slightly, to
1,157. One of the hardest hit battalions, the 2d Bat-
talion, Sth Marines, which suffered 65 killed and 421
wounded in the battle for Hue City, saw its average
monthly strength drop only 111, from 1,152 in Janu-
ary to 1,041 in February. Many of the Marines carried
on the rolls of this and other badly bloodied battalions,
however, were recovering from wounds.

By the end of February, while the average number
of Marines assigned to rifle companies had fallen by
only 5.4 from late January to 202.1, the average num-
ber physically present dropped to 174.8. Again, some
companies were particularly bad off, while most com-
panies numbered somewhere between 190 and 210
total strength, Companies E and I of the 7th Marines
had only 172 and 176 Marines, respectively, on their
rolls. Still, all but 17 Company E Marines and 31
Company I Marines were with their company. At the

*Monthly deaths for this period averaged 240.3, peaking in
December 1967, when 273 Marines died in Vietnam.
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end of February, the 3d Battalion, 1st Marines, an SLF
battalion, was still recovering from heavy fighting in
the Cua Viet sector, and the 1st Bactalion, Sth Marines
was still feeling the effects of the battle for Hue. Com-
pany I, 3d Battalion, 1st Marines showed 202 Marines
on its rolls, but only 150 were actually with the com-
pany. Company A, 1st Battalion, Sth Marines carried a
respectable 210 Marines on its rolls, only six shy of its
T/O strength. However, about half, 109 Marines, were
absent, most doubtless in hospitals.

The Deployment of Regimental Landing Team 27

The unexpected ferocity of the Tet offensive shook
President Johnson. In the first days of February, while
General Westmoreland felt that he had che situation in
Vietnam under control, the President worried that a
major reverse might still occur. President Johnson
found the possibility of Khe Sanh falling particularly
alarming. Although anxious to send additional troops
to forestall the possibility of an embarrassing defeat, for
political reasons Johnson could not send reinforce-
ments to Vietnam without a clear request from West-
moreland. On 12 February, after repeated prompting
from the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Gener-
al Earle G. Wheeler, General Westmoreland finally
requested a brigade from the 82d Airborne Division
and half a Marine division.

Immediately after che receipt of Westmoreland's
request, the Joint Chiefs of Staff recommended that the
82d Airborne Division and two-thirds of a Marine
division/wing team should be readied for movement,
and proposed also that enough Reserve units should be
called up to reconstitute the strategic reserve before
these additional troops left for Vietnam. President
Johnson welcomed the opportunity to send reinforce-
ments to Vietnam, but he had no desire to call up the
Reserves. At a meeting at the White House later on
the 12th, the Joint Chiefs “unanimously” agreed to
send one brigade of the 82d Airborne Division and a
Marine regimental landing team immediately to Viet-
nam. The President, however, directed them to study
the issue of the Reserve call-up further.?2

That night, the Joint Chiefs of Staff sent a message
to the Commandant directing the movement of a rein-
forced regiment from the Sth Marine Division to Viet-
nam, with one battalion moving by sea and the other
two by air. Air transport would begin by 14 February,
and the entire regiment was to be in Vietnam by 26
February.2s The Commandant promptly directed Lieu-
tenant General Victor H. Krulak, Commanding Gen-
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eral, Fleet Marine Force Pacific, to prepare Regimental
Landing Team (RLT) 27 for deployment to Vietnam by
the afternoon of 14 February.9

Battalion Landing Team (BLT) 1/27, commanded by
Lieutenant Colonel John E. Greenwood, normally sta-
tioned in Hawaii, was already at sea, having embarked
on board amphibious shipping for a four-month training
deployment on 10 and 12 February. On 13 February,
General Krulak simply canceled the training exercise
and directed the battalion to steam directly to Da Nang.
The change in destination caught the BLT unprepared.
Not only was the BLT seriously understrength, with
only an average of 119 Marines present in the rifle com-
panies, but nearly 400 embarked Marines and sailors did
not meet the criteria for assignment to Vietnam.

The first element of BLT 1/27, consisting of Com-
panies C, D, and elements of Headquarters and Service
Company, embarked on board the USS Vancouver LPD
2), arrived in Da Nang on 23 February. Although the
Joint Chiefs of Staff had directed the entire regiment to
be in Vietnam by 26 February, the rest of BLT 1/27
could only move as fast as its ships could steam. Com-
panies A, B, and other portions of Headquarters and
Service Company, on board the USS Bexar (APA 237),
arrived a day late on 27 February, while the last of
Headquarters and Service Company arrived the next
day on board the USS Washburn (AKA 108). Upon
arrival, the battalion immediately had to transfer all
non-deployable Marines and sailors out of Vietnam. On
28 February, after this transfer, the rifle companies aver-
aged just 87 Marines. This situation quickly improved
as 400 replacements flown out from Camp Pendleton
with the rest of RLT 27 joined the battalion.

The rest of the 27¢th Marines also had a difficult
time. Colonel Adolph G. Schwenk, the commanding
officer of the 27th Marines, received a verbal warning
order on 12 February, but the official message ordering
the regiment to deploy did not arrive until the next
day. After some initial confusion over the deployabili-
ty criteria, the regiment learned that 17-year olds, sole
surviving sons, Marines returned from Vietnam under
the twice/thrice wounded policy, officers and corporals
and below within four months of their discharge date,
enlisted Marines already ordered to WestPac, and offi-
cers in receipt of transfer orders would not deploy to
Vietnam. Marines with one year or more of duty in the
United States since their last tour in Southeast Asia
were deployable, a major departure from the policy

*During the Viecnam War, BLT Headquarters and Service Compa-
nies included Marines and sailors attached from other units.
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mandating two years between Vietnam tours.9*

Even with the reduction of the time between tours
from two years to one, only 33 officers and 660 enlisted
men out of a regiment of 2,160 met the deployment cri-
teria. After combing the Sth Marine Division for every
deployable Marine, the regiment still had a shortfall of
900 infantrymen. Lieutenant General Krulak cut this
shortfall to 600 by administratively reducing the regi-
ment’s personnel strength objective from fully combat
ready to marginally combat ready. He then decided that
some 400 infantry billets could be filled by Marines with
other specialties. Nearly 100 infantrymen waived a dis-
qualifying factor and volunteered to deploy with the reg-
iment, while 100 infantry replacements from Staging
Battalion rounded out the units leaving from California.
Another 200 replacements from Staging Battalion and
200 Marines culled from FMFPac security forces, head-
quarters, and 9th MAB went to fill the 400-man short-
fall in BLT 1/27. In just over a week, the regiment trans-
ferred out nearly 1,500 non-deployable Marines and
sailors while simultaneously joining over 1,900 others to
bring it up to strength. Units attached to the regiment to
form an RLT added another 840 Marines and sailors.**

**Colonel Thomas P. O'Callaghan, who was the 5th Marine Division
assistant operations officer at the time, remembered that the initial request
for the 27¢th Marines came “from FMFPac in the clear over the phone. I
pointed out to go to secure line and I would get G=3 and CG when they
called back! This was done.” Colonel O’Callaghan related that the criteria
for deployment created “a mess, but the Sth Div couldn’t make the move
in time if we sorted everyone out before they left.” Col Thomas P.
O’Callaghan, Comments on draft, n.d. [Jan95] (Vietnam Comment File).

*#+]jeutenant Colonel Louis J. Bacher, who commanded the 2d Bat-
talion, 27th Marines, remembered that on 12 February, Colonel Schwenk,
the 27th Marines commander, called a conference and announced that the
regiment was deploying to Vietnam with the 2d and 3d Battalions
departing by air and with BLT 1/27 arriving by ship. Bacher recalled that
the “first plane was scheduled to leave Marine Corps Air Station (MCAS)
El Toro at noon” on the 14th. He stated that the 5¢th Marine Division staff
“did an incredible task of transferring out over 850 officers and men . . .
not qualified for deployment and replacing them with those that were, in
the two days prior to mount-out.” Lieutenant Colonel Bacher had a new
executive officer, S—1, $-2, -3, and S and three new company com-
manders. Lt Col Louis J. Bacher, Comments on draft, dtd 7May95 (Viet-
nam Comment File), hereafter Bacher Comments. Colonel Tullis J.
Woodham, Jr., who commanded the 3d Battalion, 27th Marines, recalled
that the priority for transfers of infantrymen into the 27¢h Marines went
to the 2d Battalion which was scheduled to depart first. According to
Woodham, “by the time it came to filling out 3/27, . . . it became neces-
sary to assign non-infantry MOS’s [military occupational specialty} in
large numbers. This resulted in a ‘cooks, bakers, and candlestick makers’
label to be tagged to the battalion. In reality this ‘hardship’ worked to the
battalion’s advantage and in Vietnam, the large numbers of cooks,
mechanics, communicators, engineers, tankers, etc. with specialized skills
other than infantry, paid off in tight places more than once. The old adage
‘Every Marine a rifle man, first’ never was more true.” Col Tullis J. Wood-
ham, Jr., Comments on draft, dtd 7Dec94 (Vietnam Comment File).
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At 1335 local time, 14 February, less than 48
hours after che initial verbal warning had been
given, the first planeload of men from RLT 27 left
Marine Corps Air Station El Toro. The last plane-
load left just before midnight on 22 February. A
total of 3,349 Marines and sailors from RIT 27 and
supporting units flew from El Toro in those eight
days. Another 1,956 men from units needed to sup-
port RLT 27 arrived in Vietnam by sea, with the last
ship arriving on 12 March.% Of the Marines
deployed with the RLT, 973 were involuntarily
ordered to their second tour in Vietnam after less
than two years out of Southeast Asia.9” Most of the
Marines went on their first orientation patrol the
day after they atrived in Vietnam. By 1 March, every
battalion of the 27th Marines had begun combat
patrols around Da Nang.* Several years later then-
Lieutenant General Schwenk remembered that the
rapid deployment of the RLT “amazed General
Westmoreland,” who “just couldn’t believe how we
had gotten there.”9s**

The arrival of RLT 27 put 24 of the Marine
Corps’ 36 active infantry battalions in or off the
shores of Vietnam. Before Tet, the Marine Corps had
been barely able to sustain 21 battalions in country.
The emergency deployment not only further
strained the replacement system, but it also used up
the next month’s replacement pool to bring RLT 27
to a marginal strength level. On 3 May, as a result of
Tet and the Pueblo incident, the Secretary of Defense
authorized an increase in the Marine Corps’ active
strength of 9,700, bringing it to 311,600.%
While helpful, this increase was not nearly large
enough to sustain the level of Marine forces then
currently i1n Vietnam.

*For a discussion of operations by RLT 27 and subordinate units
upon arrival in Vietnam, see Chapter 13.

**Lieutenant Colonel Louis J. Bacher related that his battalion the
month before had conducted 2 mount-out exercise involving the USAF
63d Military Airlifc Wing stationed at Norton Air Force Base, Cali-
fornia. Ac that time, the Marine bactalion staged at Marine Corps Air
Station El Toro, California, where che troops boarded C—141 aircraft of
the Air Force Wing which flew them to Naval Air Station (NAS), Fal-
lon, Nevada. After a seven-day counterinsurgency exercise, the Air
Force aircraft recurned the Marine battalion to El Toro where it then
motored back to its base at Camp Pendleton, California. According to
Bacher, on 14 February, “the same C—141s and crews that had lifted us
to NAS Fallon a short time ago were going to lift us to Da Nang. For-
tunately we had loading plans and manifests which, with some minor
and some major changes served us well.” Bacher Comments.

***On 23 January 1968, the North Koreans seized the USS Pueblo
(AGER 2).
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Reserve Callup?

On 13 February, the Joint Chiefs of Staff recom-
mended that the President immediately activate
selected Reserve units, including one Marine RLT.
They also recommended that other Reserve units,
including the rest of the IV Marine Expeditionary
Force, be prepared to be called up on short notice.10
President Johnson rejected this proposal. On 27 Feb-
ruary, General Wheeler relayed a request from Gen-
eral Westmoreland for an additional 206,000
troops.!®! The magnitude of his request prompted the
President and his closest advisors to reexamine their
policies concerning the war. The Joint Chiefs of Staff
recommended that the President mobilize the
Reserves to both meet General Westmoreland’s
request and reconstitute the strategic reserve. The
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, General Wheeler,
eagerly sought to have the Reserves activated, while
the Commandant of the Marine Corps, General
Chapman, reluctantly agreed with this recommenda-
tion.**** In retirement General Chapman recalled that
no matter how short their period of service after call-
up, by law demobilized Reservists had fulfilled their
obligated service. This made the Reserve “like a huge
[piecel of artillery that has only one round,” which
“you can fire once, and then it will be 20 years, prob-
ably, before you can fire it again.”102

The Marine Corps Reserve had been reorganized
recently from a collection of independent companies
and batteries into the 4th Marine Expeditionary Force
(MEF), “a ‘mirror like” image of the regular establish-
ment MEF."103 Largely due to the influence of the draft,
in January 1968, the personnel readiness of the Marine
Corps Reserve had never been better The quality of
Reservists was outstanding. Between 1 July 1967 and
30 June 1969, 80 percent of enlisted Reserve recruits
scored in Mental Groups I or II, compared to only 32
percent of active-duty recruits. Only one percent of
new Reservists scored in Mental Group IV. Fewer than
8 percent of the new Reservists did not have high
school diplomas, while 10 percent were college gradu-
ates and many of the rest had some college. Still, only
48,000 Reservists received drill pay, not enough
Marines to fill IV MEE The Marine Corps planned to

****There are a number of excellent works on the impact of Tet
and the debate it sparked within the Johnson Administration. The Pen-
tagon Papers, IV. C. 6. c. is perhaps the most important source; perhaps
the best treatment of the subject is Herbert Y. Schandler, The Unmak-
ing of @ President: Lyndon jJobnson and Vietnam (Princeton, N.J.: Prince-
ton University Press, 1977).
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bring units to full strength by calling up Class III (non-
drill pay) Reservists.104

Before Tet, the Marine Corps had only one plan in
the event of a Reserve mobilization: to activate the
entire IV MEE On 4 March, the Secretary of Defense
proposed to send 22,000 reinforcements to Vietnam by
15 June, including IV MEF (-), consisting of 18,100
men. The Secretary of Defense’s proposal to activate
less than the entire Reserve structure caught the
Marine Corps unprepared, requiring frantic planning.
Creating a composite Marine Aircraft Group would
have undermined the readiness of the entire 4th MAW.
Task organization plans envisioned calling up detach-
ments of combat support and combat service support,
a move which would have left the Marine Corps open
to serious legal challenges. Political constraints ruled
out the call up of Class III Reservists, upon whom the
mobilization planners had relied to fill “gaping holes”
in activated Reserve units.!os

Up until the last minute, administration officials
considered calling up 26,000 Marine Reservists.1o¢* On
13 March, President Johnson decided to send an addi-
tional 30,000 troops to Vietnam, but his troop list did
not include any Marine units. From 14 to 28 March,
administration officials contemplated various proposals
with even larger numbers of Reservists to be activated,
but still none of them included Marines. When the
President announced the callup of 62,000 Reservists
on 31 March, no Marines were activated.!7

The Bloodiest Month, The Bloodiest Year

Although not as bad as February, casualties
remained high throughout March and April. In May
1968, 810 Marines died in Vietnam, making that
month the bloodiest of the war for the Marine Corps.
Another 3,812 Marines were wounded in action. The
first six months of 1968 proved the costliest of the war
for the Marine Corps, accounting for almost one quar-
ter of all Marine deaths during the Vietnam War. In
these months 3,339 Marines died, less than 500 short
of the 3,803 Marines killed in all of 1967. During this
period the 3d Marine Division averaged around 220
Marines killed and over 1,250 wounded a month,

*In mid-March 1968, Brigadier General Earl E. Anderson, the III
MAF Chief of Staff, observed in a personal letter that the Marine com-
mand had hopes at that time of obtaining another Marine and division
headquarters for Vietnam together with units associated with such an
increase. BGen E. E. Anderson ltr to MajGen Keith B. McCutcheon,
drd 14Mar68, Encl, Gen Earl E. Anderson, Comments on draft, ded
14Mar68 (Vietnam Comment File).
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while the 1st Marine Division suffered about 190
Marines killed and 1,450 wounded each month. The
casualty rate of the 3d Division remained fairly steady,
with a bad month in March, while the 1st Division suf-
fered almost half of its casualties in February and May.

The high casualty rate concerned General Cushman,
who sent a message on 20 May, telling the comman-
ders of the 1st and 3d Divisions that “we are suffering
too many Marine casualties—particularly KIA.” Gen-
eral Cushman attributed these excessive casualties to a
misplaced reliance on “do or die assaults” more appro-
priate for amphibious attacks. He provided a list of tac-
tical principles to reduce casualties, emphasizing fire-
power and supporting arms. Division commanders
were directed to school their officers from the division
to the company level in these principles. General Cush-
man concluded by saying:

[T}t is hard to soft pedal a generation of training in the

assault as required for establishment of a beachhead, but

it must repeat must be done if we are to fight and win
this war.108

Lieutenant General Krulak, Commanding General,
Fleet Marine Force Pacific, quickly responded to this
message. While agreeing that “there has been needless
loss of Marine lives” during the war, and that “we need
to do all we can ro diminish the number of avoidable
white crosses,” General Krulak was troubled by the
implication that the war in Vietnam required a set of
tactical values different from those used in amphibious
assaults. While agreeing with most of the principles
espoused by General Cushman, he argued that “basic
tactical principles are immutable,” and that “there is
no evidence that those basic principles should in any
way be altered.”1o

General Cushman’s message also drew criticism
from General Chapman. The Commandant was “con-
vinced that in the main the offensive principles taughe
to our Marines from Boot Camp to C&SC {Command
and Staff Collegel are sound.” Although endorsing
most of the tactical techniques espoused by General
Cushman, General Chapman worried that a “literal
interpretation” of General Cushman’s direction to
assault only by firepower “could lead to a derogation
and even the loss” of the Marine Corps’ traditional
“can do’ offensive spirit.”110

Perhaps in response to General Cushman’s concerns,
Headquarters, Marine Corps directed that all majors
and lieutenant colonels bound for Vietnam, except for
recent graduates of professional schools, would receive
instruction on the use of helicopters and supporting
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Marine Casualties in Southeast Asia, 1968.

Month Killed' Missing ! Wounded" Total

January 439 7 1,770 2,216
February 691 3 4,197 4,891
March 504 3 2,930 3,437
April 450 2 2,610 3,062
May 810 4 3,812 4,626
June 445 1 2,962 3,408
July 357 3 2,683 3,043
August 389 0 2,210 2,599
September 348 0 1,968 2,316
October 180 1 1,432 1,613
November 227 0 1,612 1,839
December 223 2 1,134 1,359
Total 5,063 26 29,320 34,409

' From MGySgt Lock file, compiled from records of the Vietnam War Memorial, May 1990. Killed includes all Marines who died
in Southeast Asia or as a direct result of injuries suffered in Southeast Asia; Missing includes only those still officially considered

missing as of May 1990.

" From CMC Reference Notebook 1968; includes serious wounds resulting from accidents.

arms."! The field grade officers course at Staging Bat-
talion, which lasted only three days before 19 June,
expanded to seven and a half days on 31 July. In Octo-
ber 1968, the Commanding General, Marine Corps
Base, Camp Pendleton, recommended that infantry
corporals and sergeants also receive two days of fire sup-
port training. This training began in January 1969.112

Shortly after this flurry of concern, the casualty
picture improved markedly, due not to Marine Corps
action, but to the inaction of the North Vietnamese
Army. In June, July, and August, the reluctance of
North Vietnamese and Viet Cong units to engage in
combat resulted in the casualty rate falling by a quar-
ter.t3 Throughout che rest of the year casualties in the
Ist Division remained fairly steady, averaging
approximately 120 dead and 1,000 wounded a
month. In the 3d Division, casualties dropped dra-
matically in July, August, and September, averaging
around 80 killed and less than 700 wounded, and
then fell to about 30 dead and 250 wounded in the
last three months of 1968. Over the course of the
year, the 1st Division suffered somewhat more casual-
ties than the 3d Division.

The types of casualties in the two divisions also dif-
fered greatly. The 3d Division was tied to the DMZ,
and faced North Vietnamese regulars supported by
artillery. In contrast, the 1st Division fought a guerilla
war in the heavily populated coastal areas around Da
Nang. Between 1 January 1968 and 31 May 1969,
mortars, artillery, and rockets caused 47 percent of the

3d Division’s casualties, while mines and boobytraps
inflicted only 18.2 percent. The 1st Division experi-
enced exactly the reverse, suffering only 17.9 percent of
its casualties from indirect fire while mines and booby-
traps accounted for 50.8 percent.14

In 1968, the Marine Corps lost 5,063 killed or
missing and 29,320 wounded, more than a third of
all casualties during the entire war. Over half of all
casualties had less than one year of service. Infantry-
men accounted for over four-fifths of all casualties.
While privates, privates first class, and lance corpo-
rals made up just above half of the total Marine
Corps, they accounted for almost three-quarters of
the casualties. Their average age was about 20 years
and six months.!ts

Foxhole Strength: Still Too Few Marines

The total number of Marines in Vietnam reached
its wartime peak of 85,996 on 30 April 1968, with
85,402 of these Marines assigned to III MAF. This
increase largely resulted from the deployment of
RLT 27. The average strength of line batralions
actually declined. The Marine Corps had already
resorted to extraordinary efforts to maintain num-
bers in Vietnam in late 1967. The deployment of
RLT 27 not only increased the number of replace-
ments needed, it had also used up much of the
March replacement pool to bring the deploying
units up to strength. Manpower planners at Head-
quarters Marine Corps reacted by moving 300
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infantry replacements from April into March and
adding another 400 men to the scheduled replace-
ments for April.116

Despite these efforts, in the spring of 1968, the
Marine Corps could not find enough replacements to
keep up with the high rate of casualties and normal
rotations. The Deputy Secretary of Defense approved
a new manpower ceiling for Vietnam, Program 6, on
4 April, calling for the number of Marines in Viet-
nam to increase to 87,700 by 30 June 1968. Instead
of rising to this goal, however, the number of Marines
in Vietnam declined slowly, but steadily, through the
spring of 1968.

Midsummer marked the nadir of manpower for the
year. In June, infantry battalions averaged only 1,043
Marines. At the end of June, rifle companies averaged
179.6 Marines. An average of only 158.5 Marines was
actually present, or 73.4 percent of the T/O strength.
The 1st Marine Division continued to bear the brunt
of the manpower shortage, averaging just 1,005
Marines in its infantry battalions in July.

Naturally, some companies were worse off than oth-
ers. On any given day, sick call, working parties, and
other routine requirements siphoned off a number of
Marines counted as “present,” exacerbating the prob-
lem. In the early summer of 1968, senior officers
returning from Vietnam spoke of the fighting strength
of rifle companies averaging 120 men, and sometimes
falling as low as 80 or 90 men.!17

*There were questions among the different commands as to what
amounted to effective strength of rifle companies. For example, Major
General Raymond G. Davis, then commanding general of the 3d
Marine Division, did not want to count as effective, personnel who
were on light duty or awaiting transportation for TAD (Temporary
Attached Duty) or R&R (Rest and Recreation)leave, buc were still in
the company sector. 11l MAF disagreed and was backed up by FMFPac.
See BGen E.E. Anderson lcr to LeGen W. J. Van Ryzin, ded 11Sep68,
Encl, Gen Earl E. Anderson, Comments on draft, dtd 18Dec94 (Viet-
nam Comment File). Colonel Pederson, the IIl MAF G-1, remembered
that the term “foxhole strength” caused “a stir at various levels. The
media reported what . . . fthey] saw and in an indicting fashion report-
ed that many were absent from the battlefield. When the story hit the
streees reporters milked it with questions posed at SecNav, CMC,
CGFMFPac. These officials shot messages to CGIIIMAF for infofrma-
tion}. By then several days had passed. The same unit observed in the
first place was now up to strength (T/O manning level ectc.) . . . [but
now} furcther reduced by combat casualties, cransfers, ecc. Massaging
numbers did not solve much. Commanders ac all levels were aware of
personnel shortages, some of which were caused by assigning ‘trigger
pullers’ to base-type functions such as R&R and China Beach R&R,
out of country R&R. Qur Combined Action Platoons used up more
crigger pullers. There seemed to be some variation in casualty report-
ing, some counted by operation and experienced difficulty in accuracy
when reporting daily by unit.” Pederson Comments.
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In contrast to the field units, the Marine Corps “got
awfully heavy at {its] headquarters levels in Viet-
nam.”118 The personnel situation improved on each
succeeding rung of the chain of command. Infantry
battalion headquarters and service companies averaged
91.8 percent of the T/O allowance of 329 Marines; reg-
imental headquarters companies, 94.9 percent of their
authorized strength of 218; and division headquarters
battalions, almost 150 percent of their T/O strength of
1,248 Marines. Taken together, the headquarters over-
ages of III MAF and the two divisions amounted to
1,568 Marines, nearly half the shortfall among the
infantry battalions in country.

Much of this overmanning could not be helped. The
tables of otganization for headquarters units did not
provide for many crucial billets, such as instructors for
sniper, NCO, engineer, and other vital in-country
schools."9 Task forces placed a further drain on head-
quarters assets, particularly the creation of Task Force
X-Ray in January 1968.10 Still, many Marines were
assigned to headquarters units more as a matter of con-
venience than necessity™ Whether combat require-
ment or unnecessary luxury, since the Marine Corps
could never reach its programmed strength in Viet-
nam, every extra Marine in a headquarters unit in effect
came out of an infantry squad.

This situation concerned both Lieutenant General
Henry W. Buse, General Krulak's replacement as
Commanding General, Fleet Marine Force Pacific, and
General Chapman, the Commandant of the Marine
Corps. Between 15 and 18 July, General Buse held a
manpower conference at his headquarters to address
this and other problems. After the conference, General
Buse reported to the Commandant that while he could
not tell how much or how soon effective rifle company
strength would improve, except for Marines with med-
ical limitations and certain overriding requirements,
all infantrymen were being assigned to infantry and
reconnaissance units.'?!

According to the MACV strength report, on 31
July 1968, III MAF included 82,871 Marines, 2,069
fewer than its authorized strength of 84,940. The two
divisions combined, however, fell 4,130 below their
authorized strength, and the SLF’s contained 164
Marines less than their manning levels called for. Much
of the difference could be found in Combined Action
groups, which included 1,951 Marines. As in January,

#*%For instance, in the summer of 1967, in the midst of a cricical
shortage of combat engineers, the 3d Marine Division had five combac
engineer NCOs building an officer’s club at its base camp. Marsh intvw.
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the divisions bore the brunt of the personnel shortage.
The Force Logistic Command was only 227 Marines
short of its authorized strength of 10,266, and the 1st
MAW was only three Marines short of its authorized
strength of 16,180.

Despite the large size of headquarters units, most
Marines in Vietnam were “trigger-pullers.” According
to the MACV strength reporc for 31 July 1968,
44,522, or 53.7 percent, of the Marines in III MAF
were assigned to infantry, artillery, tank, reconnais-
sance, amphibian tractor, or engineer battalions, bat-
talion landing teams, or a Combined Action group.

At the end of July Lieutenant General Buse visited
IIT MAF, devoting most of his time to the manpower
problem. His visit convinced him that III MAF was
taking vigorous steps to improve foxhole, flightline,
and cockpit scrength. Even so, he fele thac IIT MAF
needed more men, and recommended that Operation
Kicker be reinstated at Staging Battalion to bring
about an immediate improvement in the personnel
readiness of IIl MAF!22 On 1 August, Staging Battal-
ion complied with this request, maintaining the seven-
day work week of Operation Kicker from 1 to 31
August. Berween 20 August and 13 September, the
battalion also reduced the schedule from 15 to 12
training days.!23

In August, the strength of infantry batcalions
increased somewhat, with the average strength rising
to 1,072 Marines. The short-term steps taken by III
MAF and Staging Battalion undoubtedly helped, but
things were bound to improve around chis time as the
unusually large number of recruits joined from January
through May, including over 5,000 draftees called in
April and May, finally worked cheir way through the
training pipeline and arrived in Vietnam.

The Return of RLT 27

RLT 27 left for Vietnam as an emergency measure,
and was originally scheduled to spend only three
months in country.' This was quickly lengthened to
six months, but the Defense Department realized that
the Marine Corps could not sustain this force level and
that an Army unit had to replace the regiment as soon
as possible. On 13 March, President Johnson and his
advisors set 15 July as the date for RLT 27 to begin
returning to the United States.'z Twelve days later, the
Army designated the 1st Brigade, 5th Infancry Divi-
sion (Mechanized), located at Fort Carson, Colorado, to
relieve the 27th Marines. After a schedule which
included 13 training weeks, on 22 July, the first ele-
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ments of the Army brigade departed for Vietnam. The
last of the brigade arriving in country on 31 July.'2
The brigade still needed a full month of in-country ori-
entation training before it was ready to participate in
major combat operations.

This meant that the 1st Brigade could not relieve
the 27th Marines until the end of September, delay-
ing the planned return of the regiment for over a
month and creating serious manpower problems for
the Marine Corps. On 15 June 1968, a key issue
paper for the Commandant contained the estimate
that if RLT 27 did not leave Vietnam by July, the
Marine Corps could not sustain its forces in Vietnam
withour a Reserve call up, or a combination of short-
ening time between tours and increasing strength.12’
About a week later, MACV informally asked III
MAF exactly when the 27th Marines would leave
Vietnam. General Cushman recommended that the
27th Marines not redeploy until after a relief in place
could be effected. The 1st Brigade, 5th Infantry
Division (Mechanized) would not be ready for com-
bat until a month after its arrival in Vietnam. Since
the proposed schedule actually involved having the
brigade relieve the 1st Marines, which would in turn
relieve the 27th Marines, General Cushman estimat-
ed that the earliest date the 27th Marines could leave
Vietnam was 10 September.!28

General Abrams, who had relieved General West-
moreland as Commander USMACV in June, con-
curred with this recommendation. The proposed two-
month postponement for the return of the 27th
Marines prompted Paul H. Nitze, Depury Secretary of
Defense, to note on 19 July that “this delay will have
adverse personnel implications for the Marine Corps.”
Secretary Nitze politely tasked General Wheeler to ask
General Abrams to review his relief plan, stating that
“[T}f feasible, the 27¢th RLT should be returned to the
US. by 15 August.”» General Cushman insisted that
RLT 27 could not be withdrawn before the replace-
ment Army brigade became combat ready without
“unacceptable risk.”130 On 10 August, the Joint Chiefs
of Staff approved the redeployment of RLT 27 berween
10 and 15 September.!3*

*Charles F. Baird, Under Secretary of the Navy, noted that the
delay in RLT 27’s return resulted from the Army brigade’s need for 30
days’ training after arrival in Vietnam before it began combat opera-
tions. He unfavorably contrasted this with the record of RLT 27, which
“took its place in the Da Nang TAOR a day after it arrived” when it
deployed to Vietnam in February. Charles F. Baird, Memorandum for
the Assistant Secretary of Defence (Systems Analyses), Subj: RLT 27,
return of, ded 16Jul68, tab JJ, RLT Redeployment File.
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In August, the 27th Marines had an average
strength of over 3,500 Marines and sailors. Only
those Marines close to the end of their enlistments
or those who had originally deployed with less
than two years in the United States would actually
leave Vietnam with the regiment. Of the over
5,000 Marines and sailors deployed with RLT 27
in February, some 1,500 had already reached the
end of their enlistments or become casualties and
returned to the United States.'32 Only 800 of the
remaining men met the return criteria. Under
Operation Mixmaster, the rest of the Marines and
sailors in the 27th Marines and attached units
transferred to other commands to complete their
tours in Vietnam.* Public announcements by the
Marine Corps made it clear that most of the
Marines were staying in Vietnam and that the
return of RLT 27 did not represent the beginning
of a withdrawal from Vietnam.!33

On 12 September, the first planeload of return-
ing Marines left for Okinawa. On 16 September,
the last of 699 Marines and sailors from RLT 27
arrived in California, and on 17 September the last
group of the 101 returnees from BLT 1/27 arrived
in Hawaii. Nearly 400 Marines from other units
who had completed a full tour in Vietnam returned
with the regiment.134

The End of the Year

The redistribution of men from the 27th
Marines brought about a dramatic improvement in
the manpower situation. In October, infantry bat-
talions in Vietnam carried an average of 1,183
Marines on their rolls, only 10 Marines below their
T/O strength. These gains proved shortlived, for the
departure of the 27th Marines marked the begin-
ning of a slow but steady reduction in the number
of Marines in III MAF. The Defense Department
Program 6 strength authorization set the total
number of American servicemen in Vietnam at
549,500. Deputy Secretary of Defense Nitze made
it clear that this number represented an upper limit

*See Shulimson and Johnson, U.S. Marines in Vietnam 1965, p.
117, and Shulimson, U.S. Marines in Vietnam 1966, », p. 283, for an
explanation of Operation Mixmaster. Since most units in Vietnam had
arrived before the end of 1966, in 1967 there was little need to “Mix-
master” units. RLT 27 was the first major Marine unit to return to the
United States, and the personnel transfers 1t underwent foreshadowed
the policies used when Marine Corps forces began to withdraw from
Vietnam. See Cosmas and Murray, U.S. Marines in Vietnam

1970-1971, pp. 331-34.
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not to be exceeded. To stay within this limit while
adding Army and Air Force units, the Defense
Department reduced the Marine Corps’ Vietnam
troop ceiling to 82,100 for September, falling to
81,600 by December. 35

Both General Cushman and General Buse vigor-
ously opposed the new Program 6 limits. To reduce
Marine strength to the proposed level some Marine
units would have to leave Vietnam, although the
Defense Department had no plans to reduce the
commitments of the remaining units. More impor-
tantly, the proposed Defense Department manning
levels not only did not allow for the previously
approved strength overages needed to support the
extended operations in Vietnam, but they also failed
to authorize enough Marines to man all units at their
T/O strength.

In late September and early October the staffs of
Headquarters, Marine Corps; III MAF; Fleet
Marine Force Pacific; and the Defense Department
debated exactly which units would be withdrawn
ot cut, with the attention focusing on amphibian
tractor, aviation support, reconnaissance, and head-
quarters units. No units were actually withdrawn,
and on 21 November the Deputy Secretary of
Defense ruled out the redeployment of any units
since this might have a negative impact on the
Paris Peace talks. At the same time he denied any
increases in the Marine Corps’ Southeast Asia
allowance.136

In early November, General Cushman com-
plained that his efforts to stay within the Program 6
ceiling had already led to a shortage of experienced
officers and decline in foxhole strength.13” This
problem was exacerbated by the lack of replace-
ments. In contrast to the normal “summer surge” at
the recruit depots, the number of new recruits
joined between July and September fell well below
the level of the previous summer, it did not even
reach the level met during the first six months of
1968. The fall replacement flow was unable to keep
the battalions up to strength. By December, the
average strength of infantry battalions had fallen to
1,136 Marines. Rifle companies averaged 197.9
Marines on their rolls, of whom 178.5 were actual-
ly present. The division headquarters battalions
were still relatively well off, with well over half
again as many Marines as their tables of organiza-
tion called for. The strength of Il MAF’s headquar-
ters had grown by over 300 Marines since July. On
31 December there were 79,960 Marines in III
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Marine Corps Non-Prior Service Enlisted Accessions
1967 1968 1969

Month Total Draft Total Draft Total Draft

Recruits Call’ Recruits Call’ Recruits Call’
January 3,968 8,646 7,620
February 2,523 8,000 7,653 1,500
March 3,486 7,504 7,144 1,500
April 3,984 8,894 4,000 8,261 2,500
May 5,988 9,035 1,900 7,252 2,000
June 9,394 9,429 9,273 2,000
July 9,038 7,497 8,372
August 8,342 7,573 7,643
September 8,664 7,573 7,606 1,500
October 5,593 7,947 7,817 1,400
November 5,468 6,898 7,224 1,000
December 5,555 8,346 2,500 6,887 1,500
Tortal 73,970 0 99,310 8,400 94,721 14,900

" This is the number of draftees called for, not the number of draftees actually joined in a given month. Due to the workings of
Selective Service, none of the calls were completely filled, while the Marine Corps received a few draftees in months in which it did
not make a call. The Marine Corps accepted 145 draftees in 1967, 7,702 in 1968, and 12,872 in 1969.

Source: Annnal Report of Qualitative Distribution of Military Manpower; Selected Manpower Statistics.

MATF and the SLFs, and another 468 other Marines
in various assignments in Vietnam, over 1,000 short
of the number authorized by Program 6.13*

The only way to maintain the flow of replace-
ments to Vietnam was to further increase the num-
ber of new recruits. In December 1968, the Marine
Corps made a draft call, and made further calls in 9
of the next 12 months.

The Marine Corps and the Draft.

Traditionally, the Marine Cotps took great pride in
the fact that every Marine had voluntarily enlisted.
Well before the Vietnam War, senior Marine officers
recognized chat the Marine Corps indirectly benefit-
ted from the draft by recruiting draft-motivated vol-
unteers.!3 The rapid expansion of the Marine Corps in
late 1965 and early 1966 forced the Marine Corps to
turn to Selective Service to find enough recruits to fill
the ranks. The Marine Corps made four draft calls
between November 1965 and March 1966, accepting

*The average strength of III MAF appeared to fluctuate from
month to month. According to Colonel Maurice Rose, who became che
III MAF G—1 in July 1968, he recalled receiving “almost daily calls
from MACYV telling me to get down to our authorized strength. Ie got
to the point cthac I was making nightly calls to che G-1s of subordinace
commands to determine strength.” He remembered that sometime in
Seprember or October, 111 MAF sent a message to FMFPac “stating the
urgency of the situation.” Rose Comments.

19,636 draftees in fiscal year 1966. As soon as possi-
ble, however, the Marine Cortps returned to its tradi-
tional reliance on voluntary enlistments. The Marine
Corps did not make another draft call until April
1968, after the Tet offensive, followed by a second call
in May. The next call came in December 1968, inau-
gurating a steady reliance on the draft until February
1970, well after Marine forces had begun withdraw-
ing from Vietnam.*

Ostensibly, the increased reliance on the draft
reflected in part a need to “smooth out” the tradition-
ally large summer volunteer recruit cohorts to ensure
an even flow of replacements for Vietnam.'% For most
of the months in 1969 in which draft calls were made,
however, the total number of new recruits was actually
lower than that for the same month in 1968 (see chart).
To accommodate the large flow of replacements need-
ed, the Marine Corps requested an end strength for fis-
cal year 1969 of 320,700. The Assistant Secretary of
Defense (Systems Analysis), Dr. Alain C. Enthoven,
disagreed with Headquarters, Marine Corps’ estimates,
trimming over 10,000 spaces off the allowance for the

**The withdrawal of Marine Forces from Vietnam began in July
1969, with the withdrawal of the 1st Bactalion, 9ch Marines; che 1st
Amphibian Tractor Battalion; and numerous supporting units. The 3d
Marine Division departed Vietnam on 7 November 1969. For a dis-
cussion of the withdrawal of Marine Forces from Vietnam, see Smith,
The U.S. Marines in Vietnam, 1969: High Mobility and Standdown.
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Southeast Asia surge and 4,500 off the transient
allowance to come up with a figure of 304,500.14! The
Department of Defense eventually relented, but not by
much: the active-duty strength of the Marine Corps
reached its Vietnam War peak on 31 March 1969, at
314,917. Even two-year enlistments proved too long
to maintain the flow of replacements within this end
strength, and the Marine Corps embarked on another
round of early releases. During 1969 almost 70,000
Marines accepted “early-outs,” well over half of all
enlisted separations.

The Marine Corps Transformed

By the end of 1968, the demands of the Vietnam
War seemed to have pushed the Marine Corps man-
power system as far as it could go. In 1965, The Marine
Corps took only volunteers on long enlistments,
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invested in lengthy training, and fostered personnel
stability in units. While these policies were “ineffi-
cient,” in that they did not produce the maximum
number of riflemen, they were effective, producing
exceptionally combat-ready units. By the end of 1968
this had changed. As the need to fill foxholes in Viet-
nam grew, and with no hope of the oft-requested and
much needed increases in end strength, the Marine
Corps reluctantly became an “efficient” organization,
concentrating on producing the maximum number of
riflemen for duty in Southeast Asia. The Marine Corps
turned to short enlistments (with early outs, often as
lictle as 18 months), short training programs, high per-
sonnel turnover, and eventually draftees, to meet the
needs of III MAF Yet, even with these efforts, the
Marine Corps still did not have the resources to meet
its authorized strength in Vietnam.



CHAPTER 28

Backing Up The Troops

A Division of Responsibility—Naval Logistic Support—Marine Engineers—The FLC Continues to Cope

A Division of Responsibility

By the beginning of 1968, IIl MAF had hopes that
its major logistical problems were over. The unexpect-
ed problems with the new M16 rifles during the past
year not only delayed the conversion from the older
M14 rifles, but also required the modification of all of
the M16s. Compounding the difficulties for IIl MAF
logisticians were the grounding of the CH—40s,* per-
sonnel shortages, combat losses, accidents, and contin-
uing threat of enemy rocket and artillery bombard-
ment of Marine supply and ammunition points. Still,
by January 1968, Brigadier General Harry C. Olson,
Commanding General, Force Logistic Command
(FLC), had taken several steps to alleviate the situation.
He had implemented an M16 repair program that was
moving at an accelerating pace. Moreover, the FLC had
realigned its command structure to meet new deploy-
ments, had created new facilities, and had attained a
relatively full logistic pipeline.

At Da Nang, General Olson had established the
headquarters of the FLC/1st Force Service Regiment
together with a supply battalion and maintenance bat-
talion. Additional elements of the FLC at Da Nang
were the 1st and 3d Military Police Battalions, the 5th
Communication Battalion,** and the 7th Motor Trans-
port Battalion. The FLC complex at Da Nang provid-
ed the logistic support for both the 1st Marine Divi-
sion and the Korean Marine Brigade.

Two reinforced service battalions, the 1st and 3d,
made up the major field elements of the FLC. The 3d
Service Battalion which was redesignated Force Logis-
tic Support Group (FLSG) Alpha at Phu Bai main-
tained subunits at Khe Sanh and Camp Evans. In mid-
January, with the arrival of U.S. Army units into Thua
Thien, FLSG Alpha temporarily supported elements of

*See Chapter 25 relative to the problem with helicopters.

**In addition to the 5th Communication Battalion in Vietnam
there was the 7ch Communication Battalion directly under the 1sc
Marine Division. The Wing had under its command Marine Wing
Communications Squadron 1 (MWCS-1) and directly under III MAF
was Sub—Unict 1, 1sc Radio Battalion which at the beginning of the
year was at Khe Sanh.
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the Army’s 1st Cavalry Division and 101sc Airborne
Division. On 29 January, the Army assumed responsi-
bility for its own logistic support at Camp Evans and
the Marine logistic unit there then augmented the
Marine subunit at Khe Sanh. FLSG Alpha retained
responsibility for the 1st Marine Division Task Force
X-Ray elements, newly arrived in the Phu Bai and Phu
Loc areas. At Dong Ha, in the 3d Marine Division sec-
tor, FLSG Bravo, based upon the 1st Service Battalion,
remained responsible for the logistic support of the
division units along the DMZ and at Quang Tri.**
During January 1968, III MAF supported 49,000
troops north of the Hai Van Pass, requiring about
2,000 short tons of supplies per day.!

To support the fuel needs of the augmented forces
arriving in northern I Corps, the FLC had completed
construction in January of a 3,000-barrel capacity steel
fuel tank near the Hue LCU ramp in the city.*** Unfor-
tunately, on 2 February, during the enemy atcack on
Hue, rockets slammed into the fuel farm, destroying
110,000 gallons of JP—4 jet aviation gas. While the
enemy offensive forced the allies to close the LCU ramp
and the fuel farm temporarily, the FLC had the facility
back in operation by mid-February.

Elsewhere during their Tet offensive, the Commu-
nist forces struck at other Marine logistic targets. At
Da Nang, like all other III MAF units, the FLC
Marines were on full alert. The two military police bat-
talions, the 1st and 3d MP Bartalions, assisted the
Marine infantry and local ARVN units in turning back

*#*FLSG Bravo also maintained a supply company at Chu Lai in
Quang Tin Province to provide logistic support for the Marine avia-
tion units that remained based chere. Colonel Rex O. Dillow, the 111
MAF G—4 or logistics officer, noted that with the relocation of unics
there were constant requests for materials and engineers to build hos-
pitals, headquarters buildings, and permanent structures at the new
locations. He declared chac the generators practically required armed
guards because of their limited availability. Col Rex O. Dillow, Com-
ments on draft, ded 10Nov94 (Viecnam Comment File), hereafter
Dillow Comments.

*#%*The allies maintained LCU ramps at both Hue and at Dong
Ha because LCUs were the largest craft which could negotiate che
Perfume and Cua Viet Rivers, respectively, due to silting problems in
both rivers.
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Photo from the Abel Collection
BGen Henry C. Olson, CG FLC, presents a letter of appre-
ciation to LCpl Ralph Choate velative to donations by the
FLC to a children’s hospital near Da Nang.

the aborted enemy attack on the I Corps headquarters
compound.* While a few rockets landed nearby during
the offensive, the FLC complex at Red Beach remained
relatively unscathed.

The Marine logistic facilities at Chu Lai did nor fare
as well. On 31 January, an enemy rocket struck the
FLSG Bravo ammunition dump, causing the destruc-
tion of 649 tons of bombs and 26 tons of bulk explo-
sives. Scattered unexploded ordnance proved to be
troublesome for many weeks after the attack. Accord-
ing to the FLSG Bravo Supply Company monthly
report: “. . . thousands of 500-pound bombs buried in
the sand. These bombs have been blown from their pal-
lets and are being excavated, palletized, and issued.”
According to Marine accounting, the cost of the muni-
tions destroyed by che attack amounted to
$2,215,358.52

The greatest damage of the enemy offensive was to
the Marine lines of communication.** Through January
and February, the NVA and VC attacked river convoys
on the Cua Viet and Perfume Rivers and successfully
interdicted Route 1 at several points. In fact during

*See Chapter 8.

**See Chapters 7-13. Colonel Rex O. Dillow, the 111 MAF G4,
recalled that his section created a Transportation Control Center (TCC)
that operated similar to a tactical logistic group in an amphibious
operation in order to determine priorities over limited resources.
While headed by an officer in the G—4 section, the TCC included rep-
resentatives from the III MAF G-3 section; the U.S. Seventh Air Force
Tactical Air Liaison section; the U.S. Army 1st Logistical Command,
the FLC, and the Naval Support Activity. Dillow Comments and Draft
of IIT MAF report on Logistics for General Officers’ Symposium, Jul68,
n.d. {Jun68], Encl, Dillow Comments.
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February, the Marines halted all truck convoys north
from Hue to the DMZ. Observing that “logistics was
the key” to countering the NVA offensive in the north,
General Westmoreland, the MACV commander,
stressed in a message to Army General Earle G. Wheel-
er, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, and Admiral
Sharp, CinCPac, “this means opening Highway 1.

It would not be until the beginning of March, how-
ever, that the roads would be open again in the north.
Even then, as an Army historian noted, “interdiction
continued—mining, demolition of bridges, road cra-
tering, and ambushes.”s Still on a typical day during
this period, 14 LCUs would be either loading cargo or
enroute from Da Nang to northern I Corps together
with truck convoys from Da Nang to Phu Bai and
from Phu Bai to Dong Ha. From its outset, the enemy
offensive, as the Marine command noted in a mid-year
report, was aimed “against our supply lines.”s

During this interval, the FLC assumed the addi-
tional responsibility for the preponderance of support
for the 1st Air Cavalry and 101st Airborne Divisions as
they deployed into northern I Corps. With the tactical
units arriving ahead of the Army support units, the
FLC provided both divisions interim assistance with
food, fuel, and ammunition. Within 10 weeks, both
FLSG Alpha at Phu Bai and Bravo at Dong Ha became
responsible for 90,000 U.S. personnel of all Services,
nearly double the number in early January. On 19 Feb-
ruary, Brigadier General Earl E. Anderson, the III
MAF Chief of Staff, wrote in some exasperation, “Our
logistic problems have become immense . . . Yet, in
spite of our pleas to slow down the introduction of
troops because of the tenuousness of our land, air, and
water LOC:s [lines of communication}, the four stars in
Saigon merely wave their hands and release dispatches
directing the units to move."7**

Despite Anderson’s misgivings, the FLC'’s central
control of assets and its capability to move critical
items to combat units rapidly enabled the Marine
logisticians to cope with the situation under the most
difficult of circumstances. To help the Marines, on 26
February 1968, the U.S. Army established the U.S.
Army Support Command Da Nang (Provisional) to

*#k According to Army historian Joel Meyerson, “The decision to
shift troops north at a race that exceeded the capability to create a sup-
ply base for their support . . . reflected the gravity of the situation.” He
went on to state: “To develop combat power quickly, the four-stars in
Saigon chose manpower over logistics, taking a calculated risk. But
time, they believed was of the essence.” Joel D. Meyerson, Chief, Oper-
ational History Branch, CMH, Comments on draft, dtd 6Dec94 (Viet-
nam Comment File), hereafter Meyerson Comments.
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Department of Defense (USMC) unnumbered photo

An overview of the FLC componnd near Red Beach at Da Nang. The sprawling FLC now supported
a Il MAF command that numbered more than 100,000 soldiers, sailors, and Marines in_January

1968 and would soon expand further.

provide both logistical support and direction for Army
units. This command sent out subordinate logistic task
forces to both the 101st Airborne and 1st Cavalry Divi-
sions. The FLC logistic field units, FLSG A and FLSG
B, at Phu Bai and Dong Ha, respectively, continued to
provide rations to the Army units in the northern two
provinces, however, until the Army logistic units
became self-sustaining.s*

*Colonel Dillow, the III MAF G—4, praised the efforts of two Army
generals in assisting the Marine logisticians to cope with the situation.
These were Brigadier General Henry A. Rasmussen, USA, the USMACV
J—4, and Brigadier General George H. McBride, USA, the Commanding
General, U.S. Army Support Command, Da Nang. According to Dillow,
“here we had the largest field force ever commanded by a Marine Corps
headquarters, with multi-division Army and Marine Corps forces depend-
ing upon support from U.S. Air Force, Navy, Marine and Army units.
Despite the rapid buildup, difficulties from long and tenuous lines of
communication and adverse weather, logistic support was steady through-
out.” Dillow Comments. In letters of appreciation to the two Army gen-
erals, General Cushman, the III MAF commander, recognized their
efforts. He credited Rasmussen with providing “guidance and impetus”
to logistic planning which made it “possible to promptly deploy support
forces and commence operations in support of much larger reinforcements
than had been expected, but which were moved to Northern I Corps on
very short notice and committed to action immediately upon arrival.”
Copy of CGIIIMAF ler to ComUSMACY, Subj: Contributions to 11 MAF
by ... BGen Henry A. Rasmussen, n.d. {Jul68}, Encl, Dillow Comments.
In his lecter to General McBride, Cushman observed that the Army gen-
eral directed the “phasing in” of some 52 U.S. Army logistical support
units of about 7,000 cotal personnel. CGIIIMAF lir to ComUSMACYV,
Subj: Performance of duty by BGen George H. McBride . .. [USA}, n.d.
{Jul68}, Encl, Dillow Comments.

Through heroic efforts, III MAF was able to main-
tain a satisfactory logistic stock level. For example in
February, Marine helicopters alone lifted 7,724 tons of
cargo, attaining their highest monthly tonnage,
despite low ceilings, rain, fog, and basically miserable
flying conditions.? The following random statistics for
the period January through April illustrate in part the
massive effort by the Marine logisticians of the FLC:

In January, FLSG Bravo issued 362,100 C-Rations,

brought 1,747,504 pounds of ice, transported 11,213

tons of supplies over a total of 58,161 truck miles and

issued 4,227.3 tons of ammunition. !V

During February, FLC processed 23,442 transients,
processed 87,000 requisitions, baked 860,692 pounds

of bread, and air delivered a daily average of 143 tons of

supplies to Khe Sanh Combat Base.!!

During March, FLSG Alpha issued more than
1,743,000 gallons of various types of fuel.!2

The FLC laundry units processed 201,000 pounds of
laundry in the month of April, and its ammunition
company handled 55,415 tons of ammunition, a daily
average of more than 1,800 tons.!3
Specifically during this period, the Marine com-

mand arranged for the helicopter delivery under
extreme weather conditions of 300 short tons daily from
ships off the coast to U.S. shore facilities, as well as the
air drop of 200 short tons daily to 1st Air Cavalry units
in the Camp Evans sector. “Rough Rider” truck con-
voys from Da Nang north through the Hai Van Pass
involved 10,471 Marine and U.S. Army vehicles.4
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Once the heavy Army logistic unics arrived they
were able to ease the burden on the Marines. Represen-
tatives of III MAF; the FLC; MACV, U.S. Army Viet-
nam; 1st Logistical Command; U.S. Army Support
Command, Da Nang (Provisional); and Naval Support
Activity, Da Nang, mutually agreed on the division of
support. Marine Corps and Army dumps would pro-
vide common item support, Class I (Rations), Class I1I
(Petroleum), and Class V (Ammunition) to both Army
and Marine units. The respective Service logistic facili-
ty would furnish Class II (General Supply items) and
Class IV (Special Items). With this understanding,
FLSG Alpha became responsible for common item sup-
port for all III MAF units, both Marine and Army in
the Phu Bai sector. The Army’s new Prov Corps 26th
General Support Group at Quang Tri assumed the
same responsibility for those units located south of
Quang Tri and north of Hue. FLSG Bravo continued to
provide support for those units in the Dong Ha and
DMZ sector. By March 1968, the supply requirements

LCpl Jobn M. Martin pulls a pan of freshly baked loaves
of bread from the oven. The FLC had the responsibility of
providing 111 MAF everything from bread to ammunition.

Photo is from the Abel Collection
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for U.S. forces in northern I Corps had reached 3,000
short tons per day. Colonel Rex O. Dillow, the IIl MAF
G4, later observed, “the rapid buildup in require-
ments, and the effects of enemy action and adverse
weather, presented perhaps the biggest threat of cur-
tailing tactical operations during the Tet offensive.”1s
During this critical period, the Naval Support
Activity, Da Nang; the Army’s 1st Logistical Com-
mand; Army Support Command, Da Nang; and the
FLC cooperated to move the supplies where they were
most needed. In March, they opened a LOTS (Logistics
Over the Shore) Facility ac Thon My Thuy. The Army
positioned a task force of over 1,000 men from its
159th Transportation Battalion, with six attached
companies, at this site (Wunder Beach) to facilicate the
movement of supplies.* A Seabee-built 8.6-mile road
from Route 1 near Hai Lang, tied this installation into
the major road network in northern I Corps. As an
Army historian commented, “even then Wunder
Beach was no rose garden: The Hai Lang Road
remained subject to heavy mining, and was sometimes
seeded with metal objects to impede clearance.” The

*Colonel Dillow, the IIl MAF G4, remembered that in February
1968, General Cushman directed him to ask the Seventh Fleet for a
Navy pontoon causeway unit then stationed in Japan to “be brought to
Da Nang Harbor. This required considerable effort by the Navy; sev-
eral ships were required to move the causeway sections. They objected,
pointing out that in all probability a causeway, if installed could not
be kept in place for any appreciable time due to the winds and tides
during the monsoon season. However, General Cushman insisted, stac-
ing that we may have to take a calculated risk and install it despite the
odds. It was therefore available when the drawdown of supplies in
NICTZ {Notthern I Corps Tactical Zone] necessitated its installation.”
Dillow Comments. Army historian Joel Meyerson quoted the follow-
ing from a 1s¢ Logistical Command Operational Report, Lessons
Learned for the period: “The Navy was asked to find the best location
for the establishment of a LOTS site. After studying the problem, the
Navy concluded that it was impractical to establish such an operation
and chat the results would be minimal. . . . In spite of this conclusion,
the Army, faced with the need to support two divisions, proceeded to
establish Wunder Beach . . . .” Meyerson Comments. Colonel Dillow
recalled that “installing the causeway in the high winds and heavy seas
of the monsoon season was no small task, although it was kept in place
once instatled. Installation was often intertupted.” According to Dil-
low, the Army unit operating the facility “had been commanded by an
officer named Wunder. They referred to themselves as “Wunder’s Won-
ders.” They asked us if they could name the facility Wunder Beach,
which was readily approved (although to the consternation of a few
Marine Corps officers!).” Dillow Comments. The U.S. Army 159th
Transportation Battalion was actually commanded by Lieutenant
Colonel Charles H. Sunder. The men of the battalion called cthemselves
Sunder’s Wonders and with a slight play of words, the LOTS facility
was named Wunder Beach. LtGen Willard Pearson, USA, The War in
the Northern Provinces, 1966—1968, Vietnam Studies (Washington, D.C.
Dept of the Army, 1975), p. 61.



586

facility, nevertheless, remained open until the northeast
monsoon would make operations there too dangerous.*
From 6 March until its closing at the end of the sum-
mer, more than 100,000 short tons moved across
Wunder Beach.!6

At the end of March, General Creighton W.
Abrams, Westmoreland's deputy, extolled the logistic
efforts of all of the Services, with perhaps a left-handed
compliment for the Navy:

The Marines and the Army are working together
realistically without any vestige of Service pride inter-
fering with service to the common effort. The Navy
shows positive signs of moving out as the others clearly
have. I am encouraged and gratified at what has been
done, with clearly more to come from these men who
have thrown off the fetters of conventionality and got-
ten with the job.

He concluded: “The logisticians have thus far
accomplished the impossible by supporting the
reinforcements dumped into the northern area so
precipitously.”1?

Naval Logistic Support

Despite Abram’s rather lukewarm praise for the
naval efforts, it was the Navy logistic system that pro-
vided the fundamental support for III MAF including
the Army forces in I Corps. The Marine Cotps tradi-
tionally had relied upon the Navy for medical support,
for extensive and heavy construction efforts, and for the
administrative and logistic tasks involved with an
advanced naval base. Vietnam was not to be any differ-
ent. In July 1965, the Navy had established the Naval
Support Activity (NSA), Da Nang, which by January
1968 under Rear Admiral Paul L. Lacy, had become
“the Navy's largest overseas logistic command,” con-
sisting of 10,000 officers and men.!8

The Navy command structure made for some wrin-
kles in the U.S. I Corps organizational charts. Origi-
nally, NSA, Da Nang was under the commanding gen-
eral, III MAF, who at the time was also the MACV
Naval Component commander, but this changed in
1966 with the establishment of U.S. Naval Forces,
Vietnam, directly under General Westmoreland. In its

*Ac a III MAF logistics conference in May 1968 chaired by Army
Major General Richard G. Stilwell, then the Depury CG III MAF,
Army, the conferees estimated che continuing suppore that would be
required in northern I Corps. At the meeting chere was a general con-
sensus that “Wunder Beach should be abandoned, since both the road
and che area . . . {would} be impassable” during che upcoming mon-
soon season. III MAF, Memo for the Record, Subj: III MAF Logistics
Conference, ded 15May68, Encl Dillow Comments.
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command history, the NSA, Da Nang reported that it
came under the operational control of U.S. Naval
Forces, Vietnam, under the command of Commander,
Service Force, U.S. Pacific Fleet, “less operational con-
trol,” and finally under the “military control” of III
MAE. For all practical purposes, however, the NSA in
I Corps remained a component part of III MAE "

From his headquarters building in downtown Da
Nang, nicknamed the “White Elephant” after its whice
decor and decorative elephant friezes, Admiral Lacy
controlled the beach and port logistic activities for U.S.
forces throughout I Cotps. By January 1968, he had a
small fleet of over 100 lighterage craft including LCM
8s (landing craft, mechanized), LCM 6s, and LCU
(landing craft, utility) to move cargo from sea-going
vessels in the crowded harbors into the ports and onto
the beaches. Ashore, Lacy’s command warehoused sup-
plies, established supply points, assembled amphibious
fuel pipe lines, and provided fuel storage bladders in
support of both the Marines and Army in I Corps.2

While Da Nang was the hub of port activity in I
Corps, the NSA, Da Nang established smaller detach-
ments to assist the offloading and to provide for imme-
diate shore storage facilities elsewhere in I Corps. By
1968, NSA Da Nang had three main port detachments
deployed outside of Da Nang: one at Chu Lai, south of
Da Nang, the site of a Marine air base and headquar-
ters of the U.S. Army Americal Division; the second ac
Tan My near the Cos Co causeway at the mouth of the
Perfume River; and the third at the Cua Viet Port
Facility, which supported allied forces in the DMZ sec-
tor. Later in the year, NSA, Da Nang relieved the
Army for port logistic support of the 11ch Lighe
Infantry Brigade of the Americal Division at Sa Huyen,
which then became the southernmost supply point in
I Corps. Each of these port detachments became a
microcosm of the larger NSA, Da Nang, and each
commander had the authority to establish direct liaison
with the commands he supported in his sector. At the
height of the U.S. buildup in norchern I Corps in mid-
1968, NSA, Da Nang with its subordinate detach-
ments were controlling on a monthly average more
than 350,000 tons of cargo for approximately 200,000
troops in the corps area.2!

The 1968 Tet offensive brought home the reliance
that the allied forces placed upon their water-borne
lines of communication. With most of the main roads
cut, the only means of resupply was by air or by water.
Given the relatively small amount of material and
equipment that could be aitlifted, the Army and
Marine forces in northern I Corps were entirely depen-
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dent upon keeping open the vital waterways, especial-
ly the Cua Viet and the Perfume River. This necessi-
tated the extensive convoying of the various river craft
including LCUs, LCMs, and barges bringing supplies
into the embattled city of Hue on the Perfume River
and, further north, up the Cua Viet from the port facil-
ity to the 3d Marine Division’s main base at Dong Ha
in Quang Tri Province.

While the river clearing and convoy system was a
closely coordinated effort employing both air and
ground forces, the Navy’s “brown water” fleet played
an important role. Since the previous year, Task Force
116, the U.S. Navy, Vietnam’s River Patrol Force, had
kept River Section 521 at Tan My where the section
had established its headquarters on a floating barge
complex. Thus at the breakout of the Tet offensive and
assault upon Hue, the section was in position to sup-
port the flow of water-borne supplies up the Perfume
River. With its mainstay consisting of four-man crew
PBRs (patrol river boats) powered by Jacuzzi jet
pumps and capable of maneuvering at speeds of 25 to
29 knots and equipped with surface radar, four
machine guns, and a grenade launcher, the Navy unit
cleared the waterway to Hue. Smaller boat detach-
ments operating on the Cua Viet also kept that passage
open. For its participation in the Tet offensive, River
Section 521 received the Presidential Unit Citation 22

Given the importance of these riverine operations in
the fight for Hue and the Cua Viet, Rear Admiral Ken-
neth L. Veth, the commander of U.S. Naval Forces,
Vietnam, together with General Cushman, decided to
establish a separate Navy river task force directly under
the operational control of III MAF in northern I
Corps.* On 24 February, Veth assigned Navy Captain
Gerald W. Smith as commander of the new task force,
designated Task Force Clearwater. Smith originally
established his headquarters at Tan My, but then on the
29th moved his mobile base to the Cua Viet Port Facil-
ity. Through the course of the year, Task Force Clear-
water would consist of armored river “monitors,”
PBRs, PACV (Patrol Air Cushioned Vehicles),
minesweeping craft, and other diverse watercraft.
Among its attached personnel were Marines from the
3d Marine Division’s 1st Searchlight Battery and sol-
diers from the U.S. Army’s 63d Signal Battalion. Orga-
nized eventually into two river groups, the Hue River

*[1I MAF eventually delegated operational control of Task Force
Clearwater to Provisional Corps, Vietnam (later XXIV Corps), when
that command was established in the northern two provinces of I Corps
in March 1968. See Chapter 13.
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Security Group and the Dong Ha/Cua Viet Security
Group, Task Force Clearwater protected and kept open
the two major water routes in the north—the Cua Viet
and the Perfume Rivers.3

One area in which the Navy retained prime respon-
sibility was medical support for the Marine command.
Navy doctors and medical personnel manned the bat-
talion and squadron level aid stations. At an even lower
echelon, Navy corpsman were assigned to Marine
infantry units down to the platoon level. Navy doctors
commanded the 1st and 3d Medical Battalions which
supported respectively the 1st and 3d Marine Divi-
sions. These battalions ran the intermediate medical
facilities at Dong Ha, Phu Bai, and Da Nang, rein-
forced by the 1st Hospital Company and Lst, 3d, and
11¢h Dental companies.™

In addition to these medical organizations, NSA,
Da Nang maintained a 750-bed hospital at Da Nang,
the equivalent of a general hospital. Finally during
1968, two Navy hospital ships, the Rgpose (AH 16) and
the Sanauary (AH 17), remained off the coast each
with a capacity of 350 beds that could be doubled if
needed, and within a 30-minute helicopter flight from
shore# According to statistics maintained by the
Marine Corps, out of 100 Marines that were wounded,
44 were treated in the field and returned to duty, while
56 were admitted to a hospital. Of those admitted to a
hospital, only nine would remain in county and the
rest would be evacuated. Approximately 7 percent
would receive disability discharges, 5.5 percent would
require long-term care, but a remarkably low percent-
age, 1.5, would die of their wounds

In one other area, heavy engineering and construc-
tion support, the Navy greatly supplemented Marine
capabilities. Since the spring of 1965 when Navy
mobile construction battalions (INMCB), popularly
known as Seabees, helped to build the airfield at Chu
Lai, the Navy augmented the Marine engineering
efforc in Vietnam. By January 1968, the Navy had
established the 3d Naval Construction Brigade, under
Rear Admiral Robert R. Wooding, which while under
the operational control of Naval Forces, Vietnam,
made its headquarters at Da Nang. Under his control,
were two naval construction regiments in I Corps, the
30th at Da Nang, which directed the Seabee con-
struction efforts there, and the 32d at Phu Bai, which
coordinated those projects in the northern two

*#During the siege of Khe Sanh, a detachment from Company C,
3d Medical Battalion, better known as “Charlie Med,” operated the
dispensary there.
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Photo from the David Douglas Duncan Collection

Navy doctors and corpsmen from Company C (“Charlie Med”), 3d Medical Battalion, wearing bel-
mets and flak jackets, conduct an emergency operation on a wounded belicopter pilot at the Khe Sanh
dispensary. Most wounded were evacnated out of Kbe Sanh as soon as possible.

provinces. Throughout most of 1968, some 12 Seabee
battalions remained assigned to I Corps and were
involved in almost every major I Corps construction
effort from reinforcing the defenses at Khe Sanh,
building new roads and bridges, extending airfields,
erecting new cantonment buildings, to operating
stone quarries and drilling wells.26

Marine Engineers

Despite the supplementing efforts of the Seabees
and Army engineering units, the Marine command
depended upon its own resources for its basic engi-
neering requirements. Throughout 1968, the Marines
had five engineering battalions in-country to provide
both combat engineering and general construction
support. In the north, the 3d Marine Division had
Lieutenant Colonel Jack W. Petrin’s 3d Engineer Bat-
talion in direct combat support, while the 1st Engineer
Battalion, under Lieutenant Colonel Logan Cassedy,
came under the 1st Marine Division at Da Nang. In

addition, III MAF had three heavy engineering bartal-
ions to accomplish those tasks beyond the scope of the
division engineers. Attached to the 1st Marine Divi-
sion were both Lieutenant Colonel Ray Funderburk’s
7th Engineering Batralion, which operated our of its
cantonment, Camp Love at Da Nang, and Lieutenant
Colonel Horacio E. Perea’s 9th Engineer Bartalion,
which wortked out of Chu Lai. The 11th Engineer Bat-
talion, under Lieutenant Colonel Victor A. Perry, rein-
forced the 3d Engineer Battalion along the DMZ.

In the 3d Marine Division sector in early 1968, the
11ch Engineer Battalion remained committed to the
DMZ barrier project while the 3d Engineer Bartalion
was involved with the usual division engineering tasks.
With its headquarters ac Phu Bai, the 3d Battalion
supported the division’s regimental bases from Khe
Sanh to Dong Ha with task-organized engineer detach-
ments. In its January report, the bartalion observed
that the “primary work performed was mine sweeping,
demolitions, and bunker construction.” Much of the
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3d Batralion’s activity was involved in road sweeps,
keeping open the main lines of communication among
Camp Carroll, Dong Ha, Quang Tri, Camp Evans and
Phu Bai. By the end of January, the battalion had con-
ducted over 300 mine sweeps, averaging neatly 38,456
meters per day.?’

At Da Nang, Lieutenant Colonel Cassedy’s 1st Bat-
talion performed much the same engineering role for
the 1st Marine Division. Here, the mine-clearing mis-
sion took on even more impoftance given the VC
emphasis on surprise explosive devices or boobytraps.
In fact, in January, the engineers suffered almost all of
their casualties in accomplishing this mission, seven
out of the eight killed and 15 out of the 18 wounded.
Like the 3d Batralion in the north, the 1st Battalion
was spread out in support of its division’s various regi-
ments. At the beginning of the month, Cassedy’s head-
quarters, Company C, and Company B were at Da
Nang in support of the 7cth Marines and 5th Marines
respectively. With the formation of Task Force X-Ray
in mid-January, Company B joined the 5th Marines at
Phu Bai. The 1st Battalion’s Company A stayed with
the 1st Marines throughout the month, first at Quang
Tri, then at Phu Bai.28

The enemy Ter offensive at the end of January and
through most of February would impact on the engi-
neers as much as on any of the III MAF units. In the
struggle for Hue, engineer detachments from both
Companies A and B, 1st Engineer Battalion accompa-
nied the Marine infantry in the retaking of the city.
The engineers buile a pontoon bridge to replace the
destroyed An Cuu Bridge over the Phu Cam Canal so
that much-needed supplies could flow again into the
city. Together with the reinforcing Army engineers and
Seabees, the Marine engineer battalions worked to
reconstruct the blown bridges, culverts, and highway
cuts along the main lines of communication in I Corps,
especially along Highway 1, the main north-south
artery. Finally, by 2 March 1968, Route 1 was open
from Da Nang to Dong Ha.®

During the relief of Khe Sanh in Operation Pegasus,
the Marine engineers again played a vital role. Begin-
ning in mid-March, Lieutenant Colonel Perry’s 11th
Engineer Battalion, together with Seabees and Army
engineers, began the building of Landing Zone Stud at
Ca Lu, the jumping-off point for the 1st Air Cavalry
Division. While the Air Cavalry leapfrogged towards
Khe Sanh, the 1st Marines slogged forward along
Route 9 with the 11th Engineers clearing the path for
them. In the advance, the engineers constructed 11
bridges and made 18 culvert bypasses along the road.»
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The engineers had as large a role in the abandon-
ment of Khe Sanh as chey had in its relief. Company A,
Ist Engineer Barttalion, which had accompanied the
1st Marines in the relief of Khe Sanh, reported that its
most significant accomplishment was the closing of
the base. Beginning on 18 June and ending in early
July, the engineers destroyed or buried 95 bunkers and
more than 2,770 meters of trenchline. Using over
2,100 pounds of TNT, the engineers exploded unex-
pended ammunition and caved in the former Marine
defenses. What equipment they could not carry ourt,
they demolished or buried so that it could not be used
against allied forces in the future.?!

In the north after the enemy Tet and Mini-Tet
offensives and the closing of Khe Sanh, both the 11th
Engineer Bartalion and the 3d Engineer Battalion took
on new missions as the 3d Marine Division took the
offensive. While the 11th Engineer Battalion still con-
tinued to have a limited responsibility for the barrier,
the batralion confined most of this effort to some
minor road and bunker construction.* For the most
part, the 11th Engineers took on the task of establish-
ing the permanent fire bases for the division. By July,
it had transformed LZ Stud near Ca Lu into Fire Sup-
port Base Vandegrift. Given the emphasis of the new
commander of the 3d Marine Division, Major General
Raymond G. Davis, upon mobile helicopter tactics,
the construction of permanent and semi-permanent
fire support bases became the major responsibilities of
both engineer battalions in the north. In a remarkably
short time, employing explosives, helicopter-trans-
portable bulldozers, and chain saws, the engineers
denuded and flattened entire mountain tops and trans-
formed them into fortified gun positions so that
Marine artillery could keep the fast-moving infantry
within supporting range.

In the Da Nang area, the 1st Engineer Battalion
inaugurated in the spring a series of clearing operations
in support of the 1st Marine Division. Beginning in
April, the engineers in support of the 7th Marines in
the western sector began Operation Woodpecker,
“designed to eliminate known or potential enemy
rocket launching and ambush sites.” After clearing

*After the initial enemy offensives in January and February, almost
all construction of the barrier ended for all practical purposes. Planning
for the barrier and some limited construction continued, however,
under the Codename Duel Blade. On 22 October 1968, General
Abrams, now the MACV commander, ordered the halt of all planning
and construction for the project. Before all work came to a stop, the
engineers had implanted three sensor fields in the eastern portion of
the DMZ, south of the Ben Hai River. See Chapter 22.
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Both photos are from the Abel Collection
Top, @ truck convoy is about 1o roll across the new Khe Gio Bridge on Route 9 north of Camp Carroll
Just constructed by the 11th Engineer Battalion. Below, an 11th Engineer Battalion bulldozer pulls out
@ M48 tank stuck in a stream bed during Operation Pegasus on the road between Ca Lu and Khe Sanb.
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Photo is from the Abel Collection

LCpl James L. Phillips, at the wheel of a M103 bulldozer and a member of the 15t Engineer Battal-
ion, clears a treeline in the western sector of the Da Nang avea of operations during Operation Wood-
pecker. The land clearing operation was designed to deny the enemy possible ambush and rocker sites.

over four million square meters in the 7th Marines sec-
tor, the 1st Battalion in June moved into the Go Noi
Island area and joined the 27th Marines in Operation
Allen Brook. Clearing over two million meters from
June through August with bulldozers, tractors
equipped with rome plows, and even tanks with dozer
blades, the Marine engineers, once the civilian popula-
tion was evacuated, literally razed the Go Noi* With
the completion of the Go Noi project, the battalion
continued with further clearing operations, Operation
Woodpecker II and ITI, in the area west of the Yen
River, and after September, in the 1st Marines sector
along the coast.3

The Marines at Da Nang also experimented with a
barrier project aimed at keeping enemy rocketeers
from bombarding the Marine base. Beginning in May,
the 7th Engineer Battalion started putting down a sin-
gle-apron barbed wire fence along the outer edges of
the so-called Da Nang Rocket Belt, a semi-circle cen-
tering on the airfield and extending out to the extreme
range of the enemy 122mm and 144mm rockets. By

*See Chapter 17.

June, the st Marine Division completed the initial
plans for the project. The original concept called for a
500-meter-wide cleared strip of land consisting of two
parallel barbed wire fences, concertina wire entangle-
ments, observation towers, and minefields. Beginning
in earnest on 2 July, the 7cth Engineers completed the
initial phase of the project in the 7th Marines sector,
clearing more than 15,000 meters by 23 August. The
task involved more than 37,000 man-hours, including
mine sweeps, security, equipment operators, and aver-
aging two 25-man platoons from the engineers and an
equal number of personnel from the supported units.
Beginning in September, but hampered by flooding
and heavy rains, the engineers continued with Phase II
into December. Although the 7th Engineer Battalion
would end on 12 December the laying of the two par-
alle] barbed wire fences, the project would remain
unfinished at the end of the year. It would not be until
the following March that the Marines would renew
their emphasis and begin anew the barrier efforc.

By the end of 1968, the Marine engineers together
with the Navy Seabees and Army engineers had
accomplished almost minor miracles in the restoration



592

THE DEFINING YEAR

Department of Defense (USMC) A192420

Marines from the 3d Engineer Battalion construct bunkers on LZ Cates, a new fire support base for
the 2d Battalion, 4th Marines. The fire support bases were part of the new emphasis on helicopter-
mobile operations by both Marine divisions at the end of the year.

of the I Corps lines of communications. They had not
only helped in the restoration of the road nerwork
including both Routes 1 and 9, but were even involved
in the completion of the railroad link between Da
Nang and Hue.* By December 1968, both the 1st and
3d Engineer Battalions, supported by the three heavier
battalions, the 7th, 9th, and 11th Engineer Bartalions,
had taken on new tasks in establishing fire bases in
support of the helicopter mobile rtactics adopted by
both divisions. From the building of bunkers, mine
sweeps, road building, improving the living canton-
ments of the troops, to supporting III MAF civic action
engineering projects, all five engineer battalions con-
tributed to the allied resumption of the offensive by the
end of the year.

The FLC Continues to Cope

Even with the end of the initial Tet offensives
enemy gunners continued to threaten III MAF stock-
piles. While few attacks were as spectacular as the one

*See Chapter 29.

on 21 January at Khe Sanh,** both conventional enemy
artillery in the DMZ and Laos and large-caliber rock-
ets struck at facilities ac Khe Sanh, Dong Ha, and Cua
Viet. In the rest of I Corps, enemy rockets throughout
the year continued to fall upon Marine base areas with
their large storage facilities. Despite the best efforts of
Marine ground and air combat units to prevent them,
these attacks by fire were relatively cost effective as the
enemy with limited resources could cause extensive
damage. One of the worst incidents occurred on 10
March, when enemy artillery hic the Cua Viet Facility,
blowing up the ammunition dump. The resulting
explosions destroyed the mess hall and 64 10,000-gal-
lon fuel bladders, caused American casualties of 1 dead
and 22 wounded, and knocked out communications
for 30 hours. Even at the end of the month, more than
40 percent of the damaged equipment and buildings
remained unrepaired.3

From mid-April through 14 May, the enemy gun-
ners enjoyed a series of minor successes in the north

**See Chapter 14.
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from Khe Sanh to the Cua Viet. On 11 April, they
rocketed the Cua Viet fuel farm, destroying 40,000
gallons of gas. Five days later, rockets fell on the Khe
Sanh base demolishing 300,000 rounds of small arms
ammunition and 2,705 propellant charges for 155mm
ammunition. Finally, on 14 May, Communist artillery
shelling resulted in the blowing up of the Dong Ha
ammunition supply point and the loss of 150 tons of
munitions of all types.3s

The Cua Viet and Dong Ha facilities remained
favorite targets. Less than a month after the Dong Ha
bombardment, 13 June, the NVA artillery fired 61
rounds into Camp Kistler at the mouth of the Cua Viet
River. This time the shells hit the FLSG Bravo fuel
dump and set fire to 16 10,000-gallon fuel bladders
containing 104,000 gallons of petroleum. A week
later, the North Vietnamese gunners turned their
attention to Dong Ha, once more blowing up the
Dong Ha ammunition dump with the loss this time of
8,500 tons of munitions. Five days later, they hit the
Cua Viet fuel farm again. This time more than
187,000 gallons of gasoline and jet fuel went up in
flames, resulting in the destruction of 17 of the
10,000-gallon fuel bladders and associated pumping
equipment.36

While relatively quiet during July, the NVA struck
the Dong Ha facility again in August. While missing
the ammunition dump, some 55 enemy rounds dam-
aged some 19 buildings, destroyed 6 vehicles, and
killed 2 Marines and wounded 3 others. Finally on 30
October, just before the so-called neutralization of the
DMZ agreed to at Paris, the enemy hit Dong Ha once
more. Forty-eight 130mm rounds fell on the base,
killing one Marine, wounding another, and causing
damage to buildings and vehicles. This was to be the
last major attack on Marine facilities in the north dur-
ing the year.s?

Marine logisticians also had to be concerned
about the elements as well as enemy artillery capa-
bility. In many respects, weather patterns were more
predictable and the FLC could make some prepara-
tions for the fall monsoon season. Still, monsoon
storms could hit suddenly and create havoc. On 5
September, Typhoon Bess swept across the South
China Sea with the center of its impact area just
north of Da Nang. With 60-knot winds and 20 inch-
es of rain, the storm caused landslides closing Route
1 in the Hai Van Pass sector and submetged Liberty
Bridge in the An Hoa area south of the Marine base.
Even as the storm abated the rain continued, result-
ing in more flooding and restricting movement of
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supplies and troops. By the end of September, almost
all construction projects were at a standstill. Route 1
and the various secondary roads were in bad condi-
tion. The water and winds had damaged the LCU
ramps at Tan My and Hue as well as the Tan-My-
Quang Tr1 pipeline. The Marines estimated that Bess
would cost them the equivalent of 7,000 man-hours
to make the needed repairs to the various lines of
communication and installations.

Although the worst of the damage was over, the
weather provided little relief for the FLC in October.
Twelve inches of rain fell at Dong Ha on the 14th and
15th, followed by 15 inches at Da Nang in the next
two days. Route 1 south of Camp Evans was once
more under water as was the Tan My causeway.
Bridges on Route 1 required reinforcement. Stuill the
Marine logisticians were able to cope with the situa-
tion. Based on past experience with the monsoons,
they had stockpiled the most-needed supplies at for-
ward positions. Operations throughout the period
continued and the bad weather proved to be more of a
nuisance than an impediment.

During this period, the FLC had resolved the
M16 rifle situation. By mid-July, the FLC had
obtained enough of the modified M16 rifles, known
as the M16A1 to equip both the 1st and 3d Marine
Divisions. As a result of extensive investigations of
charges that the M16 was prone to jamming, the
FLC had implemented in late 1967 a program
designed to replace the original barrel/sight assem-
bly of the rifles with a chromed chamber assembly.
The new assembly reduced chamber friction and
facilitated extraction of the 5.56mm ammunition
with its “ball propellant”™ which had caused most of
the difficulty. By the end of September, the FLC had
completed the retrofic and replacement of the old
M16s for both Marine divisions and their attach-
ments. In October, the new rifles were issued to the
Marines of the FLC and the 1st MAW and the fol-
lowing month to the Korean Marines. By November,
the FLC had about completed the conversion of the
remaining 9,100 rifles and established a reserve. In
all, under the retrofit program, the FLC had handled
more than 61,100 rifles.3s

Despite the occasional reduction in Marine stock-
piles caused by such programs as the M16 retrofit pro-

*The ball propellant was a spherical grain powder in the 5.56
ammunition which speeded up the cyclic rate of the rifle beyond its
design rate and also “fouled the chamber and bore.” Moody, Donnelly,
and Shore, “Backing Up the Troops,” Chap 22, pp. 23-23A.
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Photo is from the Abel Collection

A Marine truck convoy winds its way along Ronte 9, now open between Dong Ha and Vandegrift
Combat Base. The Motor Transportation Coordination Center, located at Dong Ha and operated by
FLSG Brawo, controlled Marine truck convoys in the north.

gram, enemy actions, and monsoon rains, they were
relarively minor when compared to the sheer volume of
supplies and services provided by the FLC. By mid-
year, the FLC had grown to 490 officers and 9,908
enlisted men and had made several adjustments. In
July, the FLC established a logistic support unit at Fire
Support Base (FSB) Stud to support Task Force Hotel
after the evacuation of the Khe Sanh base. Stud, later
named FSB Vandergrift, became the main combar sup-
port base for operations in western Quang Tri. In the
Da Nang sector, two logistic support units, LSU 1 at
An Hoa and LSU 2 on Hill 55, provided the logistic
support for the Go Noi Island campaigns south of the
Ky Lam Rivers. In December 1968, the FLC was sup-
porting 10 major operations as well as the day to day
operations of IIl MAF units. For the year, the FLC had

filled a staggering 420,976 requisitions, nearly 90,000
more than the previous year.3

At the end of the year, Brigadier General James A.
Feeley, Jr., who on 26 October had relieved General
Olson as commander of the FLC, had some reason for
satisfaction. The road net in I Corps was in good con-
dition and Marine truck convoys were moving with
relative ease through most of I Corps. For the most
part, the Marine supply “pipeline” was in relatively
good order and the Army had taken over much of the
logistic burden in northern I Corps. At Phu Bai, FLSG
Alpha continued to transfer most of its activities to the
Army’s 26th General Support Group. The plan was to
consolidate FLSG Alpha at Da Nang, which would
permit more flexibilicy. While a difficule year for the
Marine logisticians, they had persevered.





